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Introduction 
 
The following thesis constitutes the product of three months fieldwork from early 
January to the end of March 2016 in Vea, a rural farming community close to Bolgatanga 
in the Upper-East region of Ghana. Several months either side of this were also 
dedicated to desk research. The object of this study is to trace the foodways of Vea, a 
rural community in Northern Ghana. The analytical framework that shaped the enquiry 
is food sovereignty, which is a politicised take on the current global food system that 
aims to defend and uphold the rights of food producers, particularly in developing 
countries. Being more people focused, horizontally organised and at the grassroots level, 
I found food sovereignty to be the most relevant and academically interesting framework 
for this research. Before going into the debate in more detail, I will give an idea of how 
this thesis is laid out to ease navigation for the reader. 
 
In this introduction (chapter one), I will present the hypothesis or research question, and 
the reasoning given for choosing food sovereignty as the overarching analytical frame. 
Chapter two will further examine the debate, to place food sovereignty in the context of 
its political history and establishment alongside - and in opposition to - the dominant 
food security paradigm espoused in major development discourse. Chapter three 
demonstrates how I operationalised food sovereignty in the field, using six key pillars, or 
values, from the food sovereignty debate, including gender issues, ecological 
considerations, and localised food systems. I also discuss how I went about measuring 
such a complex concept. Next, in chapter four, some background will be given on the 
political context and history of my chosen field site, including my own reasoning for 
choosing my sites, both at the local level at the Vea dam, and Ghana’s place as a nation 
in the global food system. My research population is also demarcated, and some cultural 
and geopolitical phenomena particular to Vea are also described, including the farming 
calendar and living conditions imposed by the dam.  
 
Chapter five elucidates the methodology I employed to give an idea of the challenges and 
successes I experienced during my fieldwork, and my reasoning for including visual 
elements throughout the presentation of this thesis. Ethical considerations are also 
presented here. Then, in chapter six, my methods are put into action within my key 
findings, where I put my data into practice and operationalise food sovereignty’s six key 
pillars into useful categories for empirical data collection. In chapter seven, I analyse my 
findings to show how life at Vea for farming communities can bring to the fore conflicts 
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within the food sovereignty paradigm, particularly issues centred around gender equality 
and land rights; issues of governance; and defining food producers or ‘peasants’ as they 
are often referred to within food sovereignty rhetoric.   
Nevertheless, my conclusion lays out how food sovereignty appears to be a useful, if 
complex, heuristic model to consider local foodways in Vea.  
 
Research question 
 
The aim of this research was to answer the question; ‘How are the values of food 
sovereignty experienced in the foodways of Vea, Ghana?’  
 
In order to examine this research question further, its core concepts need to be 
elucidated. In the following debate section, key terms will be laid out within their socio-
political frames. Following from that, the process of operationalisating food sovereignty 
will be described, and then the research site itself will be explored, to ground the research 
question in its correct spheres of significance.  
 
Debate 
 Food sovereignty 
Food sovereignty is the key focus of this research and therefore will be defined here for 
clarity, and broken down into variables that can be empirically investigated. Its etymology 
and political background will be elaborated further below. For now though, food 
sovereignty can be defined as a holistic set of rights and guidelines for food production 
and distribution. It is not only about access to food, but also about having choice over 
one’s own foodways, and food that is produced in an ecologically sound way. Food 
producers are defended, and indeed form the key demographic of the food sovereignty 
movement, albeit from many different geopolitical backgrounds. It serves as a useful 
model to think about the global food system and it has a powerful potential, gaining 
more and more traction in the policy sphere, as will be shown later. Although politically 
interesting, this model for looking at the global food system can also be complex in its 
aims to promote food that is “culturally appropriate” to its setting (La Via Campesina 
2007). Therefore, operationalising such a term presents difficulties, as there is no 
universal description or template. To use it in ethnographic fieldwork then, I decided to 
break the complex definitions down into several pillars or key values, which are, 
according to Alvarez (2001) “an essential template for definition and discovery of a social 
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problem” (Alvarez, 2001 p.5). Therefore to investigate food sovereignty in all its 
complexity, I have formulated six key values, which define the scope of this research:  
 
1. People-centred food: food should be “healthy and culturally appropriate”, and the next 
generation should be taken into account when making decisions. 
2. Gender equality: “Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression and 
inequality between men and women” and land rights are in the hands of those who 
produce food. 
3. Local control over local food systems: food producers are at the heart of food 
sovereignty and they should have the right to “define their own food and agriculture 
systems”, over and above “the demands of markets and corporations.” This also feeds 
into: 
4. Shorter supply chains: Local and national economies should be prioritised and protected; 
family farmers, smallholders, artisanal fishers and pastoralists should be empowered. 
Transparent trade and consumers’ rights should be ensured. 
5. Grassroots level development of knowledge: Food producers should maintain control 
over their own “lands, territories, waters, seeds, livestock and biodiversity.”  
6. Working with nature: Food should be “produced through ecologically sound and 
sustainable methods” (La Via Campesina 2007). 
Food security 
It would be impossible to reference food sovereignty without giving a nod to the concept 
of food security. Indeed, food sovereignty’s origins grew out of the food security 
paradigm, as a critical and more socially aware framework to conceptualise the global 
food system and market. The World Food Summit of 1996 defined food security as 
existing “when all people at all times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to 
maintain a healthy and active life” (WHO 2015).  
I anticipated that in the field, food security would be a more relevant and accessible topic 
to talk about with my respondents. Berreman (2007) goes so far as to say that it is 
“ethically unnecessary and methodologically unsound” to make your hypothesis or even 
area of research known to your research population (Berreman 2007: 147). While I think 
it definitely helped to have a clear explanation of why I was going to be living with a 
family in rural northern Ghana for three months, I also think that framing my research 
within the food security framework rather than the more complex, analytical and 
politicised frame of food sovereignty definitely helped me in the field. I was also 
fortunate that my informants had a clear understanding of food security, albeit for 
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unfortunate reasons, in that they had in some cases experienced a severe lack of it in the 
past.  
Nevertheless, as the debate was unpacked in my pre-fieldwork literary search, I realised 
food sovereignty issues presented a more people-focused and encompassing way of 
looking at the current global food system for local food producers. I was also keen to 
integrate wider environmental debates into my research, particularly as I read more about 
the detrimental effects of the current global food system. According to Grain.org (2015), 
the current food system or “regime” (Friedmann 2005) contributes to between 44% and 
57% of all greenhouse gases, most of which “result from the use of industrial inputs, 
such as chemical fertilisers and petrol to run tractors and irrigation machinery, as well as 
the excess manure generated by intensive livestock keeping.” Despite this, it has been 
seen that it is often the global poor, the ‘peasants’ or smallholder farmers, who feel the 
effects of climate change first and worst (Hallegate et al. 2016).  
Clearly, the current global food system is broken, and needs a radical shift in perspective 
if we are to avoid mass famine and environmental collapse. For this reason, I chose to 
focus on food sovereignty as my analytical frame, as it offers a more people-centred 
approach to agriculture, and alternatives for a more just and environmentally sustainable 
future. 
 
Food security and international food regimes 
 
As described earlier, food security was initially going to be the focus of this research 
project as the dominant scientific paradigm in the area of food and famine. However, as 
the debate was unpacked and more literary sources were uncovered, it became clear that 
this focus on the distribution of food - and equal economic access to resources - is 
outdated and reductionist. According to Banyen et al. (2015): “Globally, there is enough 
food for all. Average food availability rose from 2290 calories per person per day in 
1961-63 to 2700 calories in 1988-90, despite the world’s population increasing by some 
1800 million” (Banyen et al. 2015: 153). Clearly then, having access to food is not enough 
to deal with the myriad issues facing the global food system today, particularly in light of 
the drastic effects it is having on the environment as mentioned previously. This led to 
the move towards a focus on food sovereignty as the analytical inspiration, and shaped 
the way the research was planned and conducted. Nonetheless, the food security 
paradigm has had its own development within the food regime of the time, which is 
worth illuminating to get a clearer idea of the context of the food sovereignty movement.  
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Friedmann (2005) traces the history of past food “regimes”, which act as “interpretive 
frames” for the socio-political conditions at the time that they developed (Friedmann 
2005: 227). Past food regimes include the “diasporic-colonial food regime of 1870–1914” 
which developed as a result of “working class movements in Europe” and created in turn 
a new class of “commercial family farmers” (ibid.). After this, the “mercantile-industrial” 
food regime was born as a response to the collapse of world markets during the Second 
World War (ibid.). More recently, food security studies have made their own 
permutations, which are more relevant to this thesis. Since the 1970s, there have been 
three major shifts, according to Baro and Deubel (2006): Firstly, the unit of analysis has 
moved from the global/national level to the local/household level; secondly, a “food 
first” approach has been replaced by increasing the significance of the performance and 
sustainability of household livelihoods; and lastly, “subjective perceptions” among local 
populations are now used alongside “objective measurable indicators” of food security 
(Baro and Deubel 2006: 526).  
 
This is also reflected by the FAO’s definitions of food security, which have shifted over 
time from an emphasis on nations and political economic forces, to a more recent 
emphasis on equal access at all times, to all people (Patel 2009: 664-665). This expansion 
of the food security paradigm beyond political structures was, according to Patel “both a 
cause and consequence of its increasing irrelevance as a guiding concept in the shaping 
of international food production and consumption priorities” (ibid.).  
 
Indeed, vulnerability to famine used to be understood as a failure in agriculture or as an 
effect of natural disasters (Pottier, 1999: 15). It is now becoming clear though that food 
insecurity has many facets, including environmental factors, social inequalities and 
struggles over land and other natural resources. Famine “must be understood as a long-
term socioeconomic process” (Baro and Deubel 2006: 522), and examined in relation to 
political forces and economic disparity. This is reflected in Shipton’s (1990) emphasis on 
the bonds between levels or units of analysis in famines, as they are about powerlessness 
and poverty, as well as food (Shipton 1990: 354-358). 
As Penados and Chatarpal (2015) point out: “The discussion on food security presumes 
the reality and desirability of a global food system articulated solely through a global 
market economy” (Penados and Chatarpal 2015: n.p.). However, this is evidently not 
desirable for all peoples, and an alternative framework was urgently required to respond 
to the myriad issues facing the global poor who are producing the world’s food, 
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particularly in the context of the 1997-8 global food crisis; and so emerged La Via 
Campesina and ‘food sovereignty’.  
History of food sovereignty 
Food Sovereignty was first coined by grassroots peasant organisation La Via Campesina 
(LVC) in 1996 at the World Food Summit in Rome, as a deliberate critique of the 
prevailing and ineffectual notion of food security. Food sovereignty is, according to Patel 
(2009) ‘over defined’ with so many versions that it is difficult to pin down (Patel 2009: 
663). Nevertheless, in it’s beginnings La Via Campesina defined food sovereignty as:  
 
“The right of each nation to maintain and develop its own capacity to produce its basic foods 
respecting cultural and productive diversity. We have the right to produce our own food in our 
own territory. Food sovereignty is a precondition to genuine food security” (La Via Campesina 
1996). 
 
This earlier emphasis on self-sufficiency at the national level while “respecting cultural 
and productive diversity” (Agarwal 2014: 1247) was focused at the level of the nation-
state, an “inherently fragmented space” (Gupta and Ferguson 2007: 337). This definition 
also frames food sovereignty in relation to food security as a ‘precondition’ while 
implying that without it, food security cannot be ‘genuine’ (La Via Campesina 1996). As 
the food sovereignty movement expanded around the world it transcended this nation-
state bias and was embraced by a wider variety of groups. In 2002, food sovereignty was 
envisioned as follows:  
 
“The rights of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic 
agricultural production and trade in order to achieve sustainable development objectives; to 
determine the extent to which they want to be self-reliant” (Patel 2009: 666).  
 
The use of ‘peoples’ here shows that the movement is no longer aimed at nations but 
rather at a variety of stakeholders across the globe, united against modern farming 
methods and monopolisation. This is further expanded on in 2007, when a global forum 
for food sovereignty was held in Nyéléni, a village in Mali. La Via Campesina met with 
other groups and formulated a broader, all encompassing definition, which will be 
referred to in this research. This definition goes as follows: 
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“Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 
through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and 
agriculture systems. It puts the aspirations and needs of those who produce, distribute and 
consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets and 
corporations. It defends the interests and inclusion of the next generation. It offers a strategy to 
resist and dismantle the current corporate trade and food regime, and directions for food, 
farming, pastoral and fisheries systems determined by local producers and users. Food 
sovereignty prioritises local and national economies and markets and empowers peasant and 
family farmer-driven agriculture, artisanal-fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production, 
distribution and consumption based on environmental, social and economic sustainability. Food 
sovereignty promotes transparent trade that guarantees just incomes to all peoples as well as the 
rights of consumers to control their food and nutrition. It ensures that the rights to use and 
manage lands, territories, waters, seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those of us 
who produce food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression and 
inequality between men and women, peoples, racial groups, social and economic classes and 
generations” (La Via Campesina 2007). 
 
This broad definition outlines the scope of the food sovereignty movement, and places it 
in direct opposition to “markets and corporations”. This definition is more useful for my 
unit of analysis as it mentions equality between genders, which I focused on in Vea in 
terms of how much agency women have in their own local food systems, and how this is 
affected by variables such as rights to land-use and market forces. It also describes 
control of water sources and seeds which were also pertinent in the context of Vea, 
particularly the dam itself, which was often contested in terms of its condition and the 
prices people were paying for the water. The evolution of the definition of food 
sovereignty is also evident here, as it encompasses more groups with inclusive terms such 
as “peoples”, “racial groups” and “social and economic classes” – and yet at the same 
time it more clearly delineates its specific aims and, conversely, its oppositions (i.e. 
transnational corporations, or TNCs). This definition forms the basis of the values 
posited previously, which are investigated in this research.  
 
Food sovereignty is also highly topical in policy spheres at the time of writing. It is being 
debated and incorporated into government policies in a variety of states, from Bolivia to 
some US states (cf. Miller 2016 and Cabitza 2011). On the 27th of April 2016 La Via 
Campesina held a Public Peasant Consultation in Bucharest, in addition to an 
International Day of Peasant Struggle on the 17th of the same month, and searching for 
the term on Google returns an increasing amount of results; as Akram-Lodhi (2015) 
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points out, “As of October 2014, googling the term generated over 809,000 hits, a search 
on Google Scholar generated over 11,100 hits, and multilateral rural development 
agencies such as the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World Food 
Programme (WFP) and the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) 
employ the term in their discussions” (Akram-Lodhi 2015: 563). Clearly then food 
sovereignty’s reach and increasing political potential is a growing force on the global 
food policy stage.  
 
Seeds and significance: Operationalising food sovereignty in Vea  
“There is, among those who use the term, a strong sense that while ‘food sovereignty’ might be 
hard to define, it is the sort of thing one knows when one sees” (Patel 2009: 663). 
To operationalise food sovereignty, beginning with a quote like this may seem in Patel’s 
(2009) own words “unsatisfactory” (ibid.), but indeed there is a feeling, if one embeds 
themselves in the debate, that food sovereignty can be ‘sensed’ to exist to a lesser or 
greater degree (more on measuring below). However, Patel has not, from what I could 
gather, attempted to research it first hand in a rural village in Africa, where food 
sovereignty is unheard of. Indeed, from a literary search of many articles debating, 
contesting, or singing the praises of food sovereignty, it was extremely difficult to find 
published examples of other researchers discussing it from first hand experience, and I 
was concerned that looking for food sovereignty would not be so empirically self-
evident, as Patel infers above. Would I be able to simply ‘sense’ something so complex? 
 
On the whole, the rhetoric of food sovereignty is often somewhat aspirational in nature; 
citing a “vision” of a future “potential to foster change” (Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 
2011: 1-8). This is due in part to the fact that it entails an entire overhaul of the existing 
global food system, which is no small feat. However, it does also mean that when it 
comes to operationalisation, there are no precedents, and no real guidelines to speak of.1 
This is a mixed blessing indeed – on the one hand, a clear path for carving out a new 
field with original research is every anthropologist’s dream! On the other hand though, it 
means that thinking up interview questions and conceptualising food sovereignty in the 
field can present quite a challenge. Agarwal (2014) warns that operationalising “all that is 
promised” within the food sovereignty debate could present problematic issues, due to 
its ever “shifting/broadening definitions” (Agarwal 2014: 1248-9).  
																																																								
1	With the notable exceptions of Bezner-Kerr 2013, and Yiridoe and Anchirinah, 2005.  
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Nonetheless, this thesis attempts to address these issues, and create a “synthesis between 
the microcosm and the macrocosm” (Thornton 1988: 285), of the place of Vea, and the 
pluralised international space of the food sovereignty debate. This required some 
processes of the “imagination”, (ibid.) achieved through the mechanism of values, which 
were central to the process of formulating my research question before I left for Vea.  
From the following values then, I was able to figure out how to approach the broad 
concept of food sovereignty in Vea. To give an idea of the sorts of questions asked, 
below are the six values with corresponding investigative trajectories: 
 
1. People-centred food: food should be “healthy and culturally appropriate”, and the next 
generation are taken into account when making decisions. 
 
In order to approach this value I asked whether traditional farming practices are passed 
down through the generations, how strong community ties are in the region, and 
whether local people are proud of their culture and actively maintaining traditions, for 
example during funeral rites. I also asked about the cultural significance of certain foods 
and crops.  
 
2. Gender equality: “Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression and 
inequality between men and women” and land rights are in the hands of those who 
produce food. 
 
To approach this value I asked several women farmers about their access to land and 
other resources, as well as about their daily routines, in order to attempt to document the 
work they were doing on a daily basis. I also tried to find out which crops have gender-
based connotations, and how profits are distributed from certain cash crops within 
family structures.   
 
3. Local control over local food systems: food producers are at the heart of food 
sovereignty and they should have the right to “define their own food and agriculture 
systems”, over and above “the demands of markets and corporations.” 
 
To approach this value I attempted to figure out where and how local foods were 
marketed and sold, and where food consumed in Vea was coming from; whether it was 
imported from elsewhere in Ghana, West Africa or further afield.  
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4. Shorter supply chains: Local and national economies should be prioritized and protected 
and family farmers, smallholders, artisanal fishers and pastoralists should be empowered. 
Transparent trade and consumers rights should be ensured. 
 
As noted earlier, this value feeds into the previous one, and similar issues surrounding 
imports, exports and marketing were investigated, including the main challenges faced by 
farmers, and how their rights were protected with subsidies, etc. 
 
5. Grassroots level development of knowledge: Food producers should maintain control 
over their own “lands, territories, waters, seeds, livestock and biodiversity.”  
 
This value was approached by asking about the ownership of seeds in particular,2 as well 
as issues surrounding the water from the dam, land ownership and livestock. 
“Traditional” farming techniques and practices were also interrogated where possible. 
 
6. Working with nature: food should be “produced through ecologically sound and 
sustainable methods” (All quotes from these values come from La Via Campesina 2007). 
 
Environmental sustainability was a key focus for my research and I tried where possible 
to ask about environmentally conscious agricultural practices or lack thereof, for example 
through the use of chemicals. I also investigated how climate change has affected life in 
Vea by asking about my respondents’ experiences with climate and farming. 
 
Measuring food sovereignty: Senses, thermometers and values 
When I first imagined looking for food sovereignty around me, I imagined it as 
something that was either there, or not, to a greater or lesser extent. As Patel (2009) put 
it, I thought I would be able to readily see, or feel the degree to which my informants 
‘had’ food sovereignty by asking the right questions. I imagined a scale from high to low, 
or to return to a sensorial framework, perhaps a thermometer akin to De Waal’s (1991) 
analogy for measuring famines. In this image, ‘freezing’ would be a local economy totally 
reliant on imported and exported foods, no autonomy on which crops to grow, and 
binding contracts with multi-national seed and fertiliser companies. ‘Warm’ would be a 
community that is somewhat self-sufficient but still not totally autonomous, and ‘hot’ 																																																								
2 Seeds are an “essential building block of food sovereignty” according to Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 
2011, and are a key focus for Bezner-Kerr 2013.  
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would be a completely self-sufficient community, autonomous in crop varieties and 
markets, with equal gender relations.  
 
However, something about this analysis seemed too one-dimensional – food sovereignty 
is highly complex, ever changing, and with multiple measurable components. For 
example, gender equality, seed autonomy and self-sufficiency may all be present, but to 
greater or lesser extents. How to tally them all up to one ‘temperature’? Perhaps this 
analogy works better when retroactively measuring the severity of famines than current 
levels of food sovereignty. Indeed, the more I thought about it, the more I realised I 
could not simply measure food sovereignty as being ‘there’ or ‘not’ – different values 
exist in different degrees, at different points in time, to different people. Again, I would 
have to examine the core values identified earlier, and attempt to draw from them a level 
of food sovereignty being realised, (or not). Hence, below are my key findings, again split 
into the key values I identified as being central to the food sovereignty debate. Following 
that, in the analysis section I will attempt to demonstrate how sovereign Vea’s foodways 
really are, and how well the food sovereignty paradigm holds up to lived experience in 
Vea. 
 
Context and History 
The following section delineates my research site, both at the national and local levels.  
First, Ghana will be examined as an African nation-state trading on the world stage with 
other competing global market forces of imports and exports. Internal inequalities will 
also be outlined to demonstrate why food sovereignty is relevant, for a nuanced economy 
that exhibits inequalities not only on a North-South divide, but also within a rural-urban 
bias. Following from this, Vea is introduced as a rural community with its own 
geopolitical conditions, which helped shape my decision to choose it as a research site. 
Other relevant details for the research are also included, such as an approximation of the 
farming calendar in Vea, and the conditions and debates raised by the existence of the 
Vea dam will also be examined. 
 
Why Ghana?  
I wanted to carry out my research in Ghana because it offered an interesting paradox in 
terms of inequality – on the one hand it is one of the few African nations to achieve the 
Millennium Development Goal for 2015 of halving poverty (UNDP 2015), and yet it still 
has a stark disparity of wealth and living conditions between the South and the North 
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(Alston 2014). A complex mix of economic, environmental and health related challenges 
continue to add to the inequalities experienced by the 4.3 million population of Northern 
Ghana (ibid.). In addition to this, Ghana is still heavily reliant on a globalised 
import/export model of cash crops and foodstuffs. As Ian Utley (2014) puts it: 
“Incredibly, a country that produces cocoa and pineapples is letting them rot in the fields 
while importing Malaysian chocolate and Singaporean pineapple juice” (Utley 2014: 38). 
These observations are reflected in the FAO’s (1992) “startling” figures revealing a sharp 
increase in food imports from the 1970s, which increased to the equivalent of 20% of 
the region’s export earnings by the mid-1980s (FAO 1992 in Banyen et al. 2015: 107). 
This period was characterised by a move “from food-sufficiency to import dependency 
under various structural adjustment and food aid programmes” (Shiva 1996: 22). This 
shift is also documented by Oniang’o et al. (2004), who show how Africa exported cereals 
in 1938, was self-sufficient in 1950, and by 1976 she was importing 10 million tons of 
cereals a year. This importing increased heavily and by 1985, 31 million tons of cereals 
were imported, and “disastrous drought and food shortages were experienced” 
(Oniang’o et al. 2004: 87).  
Ghana is no exception to the trend above, and is also experiencing rapid urbanisation in 
most regions. In the Bolgatanga municipality however, the rural population still accounts 
for half (50.2%) of the total population (Ghana Statistical Service 2014.: ix). Situated in 
the Upper-East region, I expected inequality to be high as evidenced by the World Bank 
(2006), who show that there has been a “decades-old process of impoverishment,” which 
has not hit urban areas as much as rural ones: “Urban centres in the north are the equal 
of their southern counterparts; it is the northern rural areas which remain particularly 
disadvantaged” (World Bank 2006). This phenomenon is termed “urban bias” by 
Devereux (2009) who states that it is often rural food producers who go hungry, partly 
because leaders and governments lean towards low market prices for crops and a reliance 
on imports, both of which disadvantage rural food producers (Devereux 2009: 34). Due 
to these statistics Northern Ghana seemed a richer site for finding people who are still 
involved with agriculture and the food production chain. 
In terms of my research topic, Ghana was also a relevant point of contention for the 
food sovereignty debate while I was there. A Plant Breeders Bill, published in 2013, was 
being revised in consultation with several civil society organisations including Food 
Sovereignty Ghana in March 2016, which sparked a lot of debate in the media (e.g. Laary 
2016).  
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Figure 1: Map of Vea 
 
Why Vea? 
Lying just a few kilometres from the border of Burkina Faso, Vea is a rural farming 
community situated in the Upper-East region of Ghana. The primary occupation of its 
12,000 inhabitants is farming, and many have become reliant on the dam that owes its 
name to the village itself (A map of the dam, irrigation site and my key informant’s 
compounds are shown in Figure 1, above). A huge structure, the flat top edge of the 
man-made wall also serves as a road, from which the landscape can be seen for many 
miles. Stretching out from the Southwest, the irrigation area winds through the savannah 
like an emerald green snake in the otherwise dry and arid surroundings. As well as 
irrigation for crops, the water is treated and distributed to nearby Bolgatanga and Bongo 
as drinking water. Vea itself, however, still relies on boreholes for this basic utility.  
The population of Vea are of the FareFare ethnic group (known as Frafra, during the 
colonial era.) The FareFare span much of the Upper-East region of Ghana, and some of 
Burkina Faso also. There are approximately 670,000 speakers of the FareFare language 
(Ethnologue n.d.). Bolgatanga is the nearest large town to Vea, at approximately 12km 
away, and is the ‘commercial centre’ of the FareFare area (ibid.). As you approach 
Bolgatanga from the South, two huge billboards greet you; both for fertiliser companies, 
congratulating farmers and urging them to continue to use their products. These 
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billboards are well-placed - smallholder-farming accounts for 95% of households in the 
Bolgatanga Municipality (Trade AID). 
Vea was also a tactical choice, as I was keen if possible to be situated near the Millar 
Open University, which offered an alternative option for accommodation. Indeed, David 
Millar himself recommended Vea as a possible research site in the preparatory phase 
before I reached the field. As previously mentioned, this research took place during 
January, February and March. This is the dry season in Ghana and as such there is not 
usually much farming activity happening at this time. Near irrigation sites though, it is a 
different story. Irrigation from managed water sources provides farmers with another 
window of opportunity to grow crops and feed their families throughout the year, and 
farming at Vea is also characterised in this way. I anticipated this might be the case and 
so, to put it simply, that was why I chose it as a research site. I was fortunate that this 
was indeed the reality, and I saw a variety of crops being grown during fieldwork. I was 
also lucky that the rains started uncharacteristically early that year. Mid-way through 
March there were some heavy rainstorms, which meant that farmers quickly had to 
adapt, and in some cases change crops in a matter of days. Tomatoes for example, were 
gone very quickly once the rains started – farmers let livestock graze their tomato fields, 
and in a few days the plants had completely vanished, and the land was bare and ready 
for new rainy season crops.  
 
The farming calendar 
 
As described above, this research was only during the first three months of the year. In 
order to get an idea of farming life during the rest of the year I attempted to put together 
a fuller picture of the farming calendar by asking about timings for other crops and tasks 
during the rainy season. In order to imagine such a timeframe, I found that a visual, 
circular representation was easiest for me to conceptualise the rest of the year in Vea. 
The below figure shows this visual approximation of the farming calendar in Vea, based 
on conversations with Baba and Aziyewo: 
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Figure 2: The farming calendar 
 
 
Around the outside of the circle are the main agricultural crops and related tasks that 
were discussed during my fieldwork. Obviously not all crops and tasks are included but 
the figure gives some idea of when certain crops are planted and harvested, as well as the 
two main seasons, dry and rainy. Bush fruits such as baobab fruits, and other fruits such 
as mangoes’ availability are also depicted.  
The ‘hungry time’ varies year to year, and can be lessened by the addition of the irrigation 
crops, but as a general rule it can begin as early as February and increases in intensity by 
	 20	
April, May and June, particularly if early crops such as early millet or rice don’t do well 
due to late or infrequent rains.  
 
I also included spiritual rites in the above depiction, as they are inseparable from crop 
management. Inside the circle are three main spiritual rites: pouring libation onto the 
land before planting (messe), and before harvest (saparmo), and giving a sacrifice after 
harvest (sibaga). If there is a ‘bumper harvest’ (i.e. satisfactory or greater yields than usual) 
and everything is done in time, then a larger sacrifice is given. There are also later 
sacrifices in December or January known as ndaakoya or ‘last farm’. Messe and saparmo are 
described below by Aziyewo (interpreted by Baba): 
 
A: “You know, we always ask for messe from God, when we say messe it means God should 
protect us from our enemies too. We pour libation for that. So when they pour libation and go 
out, nobody will be sick. Now, when they harvest the food, they have to give the first food, they 
have to use the first food to also pour libation to give it to the Gods, so, ‘okay this food belongs 
to you and you have given it to us, we now want to eat, so take your food and taste before we 
now eat.’ So that’s what they do. So when they do that, when they give the foods and the Gods 
taste, now they will wait until all the food goes inside, and then they will thank the Gods and 
that’s why they prepare a special dish called saparmo.” (Interview with Aziyewo, 21st February 
2016.) 
 
This figure is based on approximations and uncertainties, however. Particularly in recent 
years, rains are increasingly unpredictable and this has knock-on effects for the rainy 
season crops, contrary to Hannerz’s (2007) assertion that seasons are “the most 
predictable variation” (Hannerz, 2007: 364). The dry season crops that are watered by the 
irrigation from the dam are at least in this way more predictable, although they too can 
be disrupted by adverse weather conditions. For example, two of my respondents stated 
that unreliable rains and even winds have an effect on certain irrigated crops such as rice. 
The figure gives an idea of what is done when, and gives an illusion of an “image of 
wholeness” that I could not convey with thick description from just a quarter of the year 
(Thornton 1988: 286). 
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The fragility of dams 
 
It may seem obvious, but in order to have food sovereignty and control over one’s food, 
first you need control over the water. This is something many of us in the West take for 
granted, but in the African savannah during the long dry season, it is not always a 
straightforward issue. Dams are often contested sites in the sphere of development (e.g. 
Jacques 2016, Murphy 2011, and Shiva 1991), and indeed now are seen as increasingly 
fragile and dangerous. For example in 2016 alone, the Mosul dam in Iraq and the 
Karimba dam in Zambia/Zimbabwe are both in “dire” condition and face collapse if 
they are not repaired soon (Jacques 2016). Vandana Shiva (1991) has this to say about 
dams: 
 
“Water management has been transformed from the management of an integrated water cycle by 
those who participate in it, particularly women, into the exploitation of water with dams, 
reservoirs and canals by experts and technocrats in remote places, with masculinist minds. These 
engineering and technological feats are part of the Baconian vision of substituting sacred rivers 
with inert, passive water resources which can be managed and exploited by scientific man in the 
service of profit” (Shiva 1991: 185). 
 
This rhetoric of dams as feats of engineering and science is also called upon in Ghana, 
particularly with the emblematic case of the Akosombo dam. Originally planned by the 
British during the colonial era in the 1920s, the dam project was reclaimed by Kwame 
Nkrumah and played a central role in his vision for an independent and modern Ghana 
in the 1950s and 60s; indeed, it came to be known as “Nkrumah’s Baby” by the media 
(Miescher 2014: 342). Firmly entrenched within the vision of modernity that 
characterised much of post-colonial, “emerging” (Ferguson 1999: 1-38) Africa at the 
time, Akosombo became not just a symbol of a newly-independent African nation-state, 
but also represented a complex political landscape, incorporating “international donors, 
multinational companies, foreign governments, and local expectations” (ibid.). The 
project included not just a hydroelectric dam, but also a smelter to process bauxite, a 
harbour, and even new cities (Miescher 2014: 341). Promising industrialisation and an 
entrance into the ‘modern’ world, the project also aimed to reduce Ghana’s economic 
dependence on cocoa exports (ibid.). However, as has been demonstrated elsewhere (e.g. 
Tamakloe 1994), the project has led to significant environmental and social problems 
including mass displacement, river eutrophication and a decline in soil fertility (Gyau-
Boakye 2001, and Van de Giesen et al. 2001).  
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Although the dam at Vea was not built on such a grand scale, nor with the 
hydroelectricity capabilities, mass displacement or environmental issues that characterise 
Akosombo, certain parallels can be drawn between the two. The Vea dam is still very 
much part of a larger narrative that promised ‘modernisation’ for Ghanaian people. Its 
development began in 1965, and it was completed by 1985, placing it well within the “age 
of development” of Africa (Sachs 2010 in Miescher 2014: 343, and MOFA n.d.). 
Although the aspirations for the dam were not as industrialised as smelters and 
hydroelectricity plants, what it did promise was clean drinking water for the nearby towns 
of Bolgatanga and Bongo. The dam also functions as a source of irrigation for a large 
part of the Upper-East region, giving local farmers a second window of opportunity to 
grow crops during the dry season, and forming the focal point of the current research 
project. In this way then, the water from the dam site has been reformulated from a 
substance flowing from the river Yarigatanga, to a resource to be managed, distributed, 
and paid for, echoing Vandana Shiva’s concerns above. If farmers in Vea wish to make 
use of the irrigated lands during the dry season, they are forced to pay. The dam then, is 
a well established, yet still complicated source of water (and life) for farmers.  
 
In terms of water management, the irrigation channel is opened for three days, and then 
shut off again for three days. From the main canal there are smaller gates that farmers 
can control themselves in order to irrigate their lands as they need to. (For an image of 
the main canal and its laterals, see Figure 1). If gates are between two farmer’s plots, they 
negotiate when to open it and as far as I found, this did not cause many issues. However, 
the dam itself is still a site of conflicted interests and has been in dire need of repair for 
some time. As recently as 2013 local landowners and Tindaanas (Earth priests) rejected 
government plans to move rocks in order to repair the dam wall because they 
“represented the abode of the local gods” (Glover 2013). This conflict resulted in the 
death of a local man protesting the development after a policeman shot him. Since then, 
the dam has been left as it is, and many of its lateral canals (smaller offshoots from the 
main canal) are not working at full capacity. Despite this, farmers are expected to pay 
more and more each year for the water they receive. Indeed, when the dam was first built 
the water was free. This dry season (2016) the cost was 80GHC (Ghana cedi, approx. 20 
Euros) per acre for the season. Even after this is paid, there is no guarantee that there 
will be water by the end, as Aziyewo states:  
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A: “Because the dam has been sealed, they don’t often open the water for them, so as farmers, 
when it is getting to April, thereabouts, they will normally see that the water level is getting low 
so they don’t open the water. If the rains have not set in, when they plant the rice and the 
vegetables they plant, have to dry out. That is the difficulty now.” 
 
Aziyewo did concede, however, that life is easier now with the dam than without it – she 
remembers how the river flowed where the dam is now, and how it would completely 
dry out by the end of the dry season. Perhaps then, the controlled flow of water helps to 
ration the water for longer. Nevertheless, if even the water is not in local people’s 
control, then the dam poses an interesting obstacle to the achievement of food 
sovereignty for farmers in Vea. This also draws another parallel to Akosombo’s 
development, as the Vea dam’s fate may now rest with the World Bank, who have been 
in consultation with the local government and assemblymen regarding a new 
redevelopment project later on in 2016. This will be discussed in more detail below, but 
it is an interesting point, particularly as the World Bank was also instrumental in the 
development of Akosombo (Miescher 2014: 350).  
 
Research Population 
This section denotes my research population and makes clear how certain terms and 
definitions will be used and understood, such as farmers, smallholder farmers, peasants 
and observers. I also introduce my key informant and hosts, my choices with regards to 
gender, and a visual representation of my key informants.  
 
A note on farmers 
This research makes frequent reference to ‘farmers’, ‘farming’ and ‘smallholder farmers’. 
Farming is understood here by the way it is defined by Bernstein (2013), i.e. the everyday 
lived experience of people who produce food for a living, either for profit or for their 
own food needs; “farming is what farmers do and have always done – with all the 
historical diversity of forms of farm production, their social and ecological conditions 
and practices, labour processes, and so on…” (Bernstein 2013: 22). Conversely, 
‘agriculture’ entails farming with all its associated “economic interests” and “upstream 
and downstream” aspects that affect farmers’ livelihoods (ibid.). For the purposes of this 
research paper and the findings presented within it, farmers are the unit of analysis, and 
so will be defined as such, particularly in reference to my findings. Other agricultural 
elements such as market conditions, seeds, and fertilisers, will also be discussed under the 
umbrella of agriculture, particularly in the analysis section.  
	 24	
Farmers and observers (and Tindaanas) 
My research population was mostly farmers, but I also had some very enlightening 
interviews with NGO workers in the region. Therefore, I have split my informants into a 
binary of farmers and observers. Although my focus was primarily farmers and food 
producers, often NGO workers had interesting viewpoints on village life and farming in 
the Upper-East region, perhaps from extensive experience in working in the area for 
some time, or because they had the chance to compare with other villages nearby, 
offering a unique perspective. I met NGO workers either by visiting their offices, by 
chance conversations on the road, or during their own outreach programs in Vea. I also 
gleaned a different outlook on rituals and spiritual beliefs about the environment from 
the Tindaana (Earth priest or landlord) who I interviewed with the help of Baba, my host, 
who is also descended from the Tindaana family in Vea.  
 
Women as smallholder farmers 
As mentioned previously, my focus in terms of research population was female 
smallholder farmers. This was partly due to the food sovereignty discourse, which called 
for a focus on gender equality and inclusion of women’s voices in the debate. Other 
authors have also shown the importance of women’s work in foodways, particularly at 
the family level. For example, Van Esterik (1999) states that women’s relationship to 
food is unique and that “most food work is women’s work” – although this is rarely seen 
by “those concerned with food policy and household food security.” However, women’s 
roles are central in transmitting “cultural codes about food” through family meals (Van 
Esterik 1999: 226). These cultural codes are read by anthropologists and policy makers 
alike, and so it makes sense to highlight the stories and labour going into them, which is 
the aim of this research. I refer to my informants as smallholder farmers because this is 
how they refer to themselves, and how local NGOs view them too. Although the food 
sovereignty rhetoric often mentions ‘peasants’, this term is somewhat politicised and has 
also been criticised for being too vague (more detail on this in the analysis section later), 
but for now I define smallholder farmers as people whose primary income and/or food 
source comes from farming, and who own a small amount of land, usually close to their 
household. I met the majority of my informants through Baba, as they were neighbours 
or family members. I also met some informants while I was cycling past the fields on my 
bicycle, or walking around Bolgatanga. Fortunately, as most people in Vea are farmers, it 
was not difficult to find an opinion on this aspect of everyday life.  
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Baba Timothy, my key informant 
My key informant was also my host and interpreter, Baba Timothy Jr. A schoolteacher by 
profession, Baba is the oldest of his brothers and sisters. Like most people in rural 
Northern Ghana, Baba and his wife Mavis farm to feed themselves, with an occasional 
surplus for market. They have two young children, Alu-Palaga and Amiema. Baba is 
related to the Tindaana and most of his neighbours, as the land is inherited on a 
patrilineal basis. He has a modest compound, and he and his self-proclaimed “nuclear 
family” live there, unlike some of his neighbours who share their compounds with their 
extended families. Baba’s story is somewhat unusual, in that he was not born in Vea, but 
chose to move there from Accra, the Southern capital. This is the opposite of the 
‘greener pastures’ narrative so commonly heard in NGO circles and policy documents, 
where young rural populations move to the city to find work. Rather, Baba returned to 
Vea, not as a ‘last resort’ but to rediscover his roots and head the family after his father 
died, and to become more involved in the community that his family came from. As he 
said: 
 
B: “Most people come back when they are older, 60 or 65, when they lose their job or have 
problems with their house. I came back to learn more about my ethnic background and head my 
family after my father died.” (Informal chat, 17th February 2016)  
 
This narrative is one of self-determination, and a strong connection to a place that - 
while not his birthplace - holds strong family ties. Indeed, Baba is young but ambitious; 
he is also the local elected assembleman for Vea, which was how I met him in the first 
place. Upon my arrival, I was told I should speak with the assembleman in order to gain 
my ‘local visa’ (as Dr. Ntewusu called it) and legitimacy in Vea as a researcher. Baba won 
the candidacy by a landslide despite his young age, and he has proven he was the right 
choice for Vea with his passion for local development, from the rehabilitation of the dam 
to increasing the number of water boreholes. He offered to be my host and I was blown 
away by the generosity, kindness and patience he and his wife Mavis offered me, as well 
as their humour and insight.  My other key informants from both categories are shown in 
Figure 2 below. I also felt that giving a visual representation here would help to aid the 
description (more on these elements in the methodology section later on.)  
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Tindaana 
Apia Azane 
 
Safiya Mbitor Edrisu Akolbure 
 
Aziyewo Agumbire Baba Timothy Jr A-entige 
 
Mavis 
 
Figure 3: Key informants 
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Methodology 
This section aims to clarify the key methods I employed during my research.  
As well as more common anthropological methods such as participant observation and 
interviews, I also include my mode of transport – a bicycle – as a key methodological 
tool during my research, particularly as it inspired me and placed me within the landscape 
in a way that other modes of being, and moving, could not. I also discuss my reasoning 
for using visual elements throughout this thesis to aid the descriptive process, and I 
elaborate on how ethical considerations are intimately entwined within the fieldwork 
process, particularly with certain sociocultural conditions in the Ghanaian context.  
 
Interviews and the pitfalls of interpreters 
The primary method employed during this research was interviews. I carried out 17 semi-
structured interviews, which ranged in length from 15 minutes to two hours. I also had 
numerous shorter conversations, which were usually spontaneous and informal. I talked 
to a variety of people, though my focus was farmers, and particularly women. I also 
spoke to representatives from NGOs working in the area, Tindaanas, and other 
stakeholders.   
 
The food sovereignty framework lays out gender equality as a key aim, and it has also 
been shown that women’s stories are rarely told, and their labour rarely accounted for in 
mainstream policy documents (e.g. Shiva 1991, Van Esterik 1999). Therefore, as stated 
above, my research focus was women farmers. My host, Baba, was very accommodating 
of this and organised three women from the area to be interviewed when I first arrived in 
Vea. Baba was interpreting the interviews for me, as none of the women spoke English. I 
decided to begin with some basic questions to get an overview of my research 
population, with quantifiers such as name, age, religion etc. Taking the advice of Russell 
Bernard (2006), I began my fieldwork process with informal interviewing, which was 
particularly helpful as I established my own style, and figured out which questions were 
more relevant. I also found that using an interpreter can present a whole host of issues 
(as also noted by Berreman 2007), and I quickly realised that I was not receiving the full 
responses given by the women. For example, when I asked “What is your age?” the first 
respondent talked at length, and discussed back and forth with Baba for around thirty 
seconds, before he turned and said, “she says eighty years”. I cannot imagine that saying 
eighty years takes that long, and so I quickly realised that; 
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 a.) I was going to lose a lot of the direct responses by using an interpreter; and 
 b.) questions that I had assumed would be straightforward may actually be a lot more 
complicated within the cultural context of an African village. 
During the same interviews, I also asked about the women's average day – what time 
they had to get up, when they went to the farms, and what time they finished for the day. 
Aziyewo told me that she rose at around six in the morning, went to her farm for a few 
hours, came home around midday for an hour, and then went back to the farm in the 
afternoon. She then came home at around six or seven pm to cook dinner and retire for 
the night. All seemed fine until I got to the next respondent and asked the same 
question. She gave the exact same answers, and then so did my final respondent! I asked 
Baba about this later and he told me that the answers given were a gross underestimate 
of their actual routines. He inferred that the women were “embarrassed” to give an 
honest overview of their day, as I was a “white person” asking these questions. This 
reflection made me realise that fieldwork, particularly with an interpreter, is not as 
straightforward as I had first thought; trust, and a second opinion, are vital in finding out 
even the most basic of things. This also showed me some of the potential reasons that 
women’s stories are rarely told – few women (particularly older women) could speak 
English or had any formal education, and therefore to ask them about their lives in the 
first place becomes more challenging. They also withheld information from me 
deliberately due to - according to Baba - their own embarrassment and my perceived 
status. These are not easy issues to get around, and I was lucky to have a translator who 
was trusted by both my informants and myself.  
In order to find the answers to the questions that I did not receive first time around, I 
made use of the other methods and senses available to me, through participant 
observation. I also found that (luckily!) my choice of questions, phrasing and confidence 
as an interviewer grew during my time in the field, so fortunately subsequent interviews 
were more successful in finding out what I needed to know – this was in no small part 
due to Baba’s encouragement and feedback, as he was present and acting as interpreter 
for many of the interviews I carried out with non-English speaking informants, and he 
gave me comments and advice as the fieldwork progressed.  
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Participant observation  
I was fortunate enough to pass by farms quite often and people were almost always on 
the fields or travelling to and from them, so it was easy to observe people farming. This 
was largely due to the dam’s irrigation – as described earlier, the additional window for 
farming afforded by the irrigation was a key reason for choosing Vea as a research site. I 
also spent several afternoons at the farms of a couple of older women to see how they 
were working day-to-day. Although the irrigation is a blessing, the water still has to be 
moved once it reaches the plots, either by creating smaller channels by moving earth by 
hand, or carrying it in smaller receptacles to the crops themselves. Any technology 
involved is usually hand tools – few people that I saw had machinery or oxen to plough 
for them, so most sowing, weeding and harvesting was done by hand. In the midday heat 
of Ghana this can be very gruelling, and I was exhausted after a few hours! This gave me 
an appreciation of the hard work, and time that goes into farming in Vea, that talking 
about it never could. I also saw for myself how the women’s daily routines were really 
shaped – and indeed, as should have been expected, often women got home much later 
than they stated in their interviews.  
I was also able to participate in cooking activities with Mavis, such as pounding fufu and 
preparing jollof rice (a West African rice dish). Seeing her kitchen, and the tools she used 
to prepare meals for her family and various guests on a daily basis, was again a very 
humbling experience, given the conditions I witnessed - I don’t think I would be capable 
of the same feats in the same circumstances.  
  
Figure 4: Aziyewo Agumbire moving 
irrigation water around her plot of land 
using a recycled cooking oil jerrycan 
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Figure 5: Weeding by hand during 
participant observation with Aziyewo 
Agumbire (thanks to Baba for taking 
the picture.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: Mavis roasting groundnuts in her kitchen. 
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Being in the world: movement and flux in the farming landscape 
 
“Rather than treating science and culture as equal and opposite, ranged on either side of an 
arbitrary division between space and place, and between reason and tradition, a better way 
forward – I suggest – would be to acknowledge that scientific knowledge, as much as the 
knowledge of inhabitants, is generated within the practices of wayfaring” (Ingold 2011: 155).  
 
I was glad that I had chosen two bases for my fieldwork – one in Vea with Baba and his 
family, and one at the Millar Open University near Bolgatanga. Following canals and 
some larger dirt roads, the two were about 12 kilometres apart and very easily reached by 
bicycle, which I invested in as soon as I could. This enabled me to move freely among 
the farms and surrounding areas, and meant that when the heat and lack of privacy 
became a bit too much, I had an escape and a 45-minute cycle ride to clear my head and 
gather my thoughts. Indeed, some of my most enjoyable memories happened when I was 
cycling ‘between’ places. This also gave me a further opportunity to stop and talk to 
farmers along the route, leading to some great impromptu meetings and observations, 
and later interview opportunities; all of which would not have happened if I had not 
been on my bicycle. In this way, I feel that this mode of “wayfaring” generated unique 
and serendipitous knowledge that was instrumental to my research (Ingold 2011: 145). 
Although it is not a “conventional definition of a method” it was indeed “crucial to the 
research and its results” as demonstrated above (Berreman 2007: 137). 
 
I was also able to get a feel for the landscape from this mode of transport. Indeed, the 
word ‘landscape’ itself has a much more dynamic etymology than how it is often 
understood. As Ingold (2011) again points out, the word “referred originally to an area of 
land bound into the everyday practices and customary usages of an agrarian community” 
(Ingold 2011: 126). This definition, according to Ingold, is in stark opposition to the inert 
landscape that is merely gazed upon, painted, or viewed through a camera lens or on a 
canvas, referred to in Middle Dutch as landscap or landship. According to the Oxford 
Dictionary of English Etymology (2003), landscape refers to “a picture representing 
natural inland scenery” or a “view of such scenery”. Whether the passive relationship 
inferred from this definition comes from the Dutch influence remains to be seen, 
however; the Dutch landscape of canals, ditches and dikes is no less shaped by man, and 
in fact there are many similarities between the Dutch polders and the irrigation canals at 
Vea. Nevertheless, it is this culturally influenced understanding of a land “scaped by the 
people who, with foot, axe and plough, […] trod, hacked and scratched their lines into 
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the earth” that I experienced at close-hand (Ingold 2011: 126), and refer to with the use 
of landscape in this text. This sensorial interrelationship, or “paradigm of emplacement” 
is also described by Low (2015). In his exploration of urban spaces, Low takes on a 
deeply phenomenological approach to research, where the “notion of sensory 
emplacement” is crucial in framing the researcher within their research site, or in the 
“Merleau-Pontian sense of ‘being-in-the-world” (Low 2015: 229-300). 
 
I also found that particularly as the months went by, and the rains began towards the end 
of my stay, I really got a feel for the changing seasons and the pace of life in Vea. Grass 
was growing back, baobab trees were beginning to flower and grow leaves, and the pace 
of life seemed to take on a different tempo as people prepared for the beginning of the 
rainy season. This gave me a sense of knowing the landscape, and feeling how the 
weather affects moods and livelihoods first-hand, that I feel I would have experienced 
less from traveling on foot or by other modes of transportation.  
 
Stylistic preferences: a note on the use of images 
Following in the ethnographic tradition I aim with this text to bring the research to life as 
much as possible. However, I felt that sometimes a visual representation also adds to the 
story telling process and aids memory, for example with the key informants collage. 
Visual representations of the irrigation site also give a clearer idea of how the water 
moves from the dam to the farms. Mapping has long been utilised by anthropologists, 
and other ethnographers have used visual elements, to great effect (e.g. Ingold 2011). I 
also utilised a visual representation of the temporal aspect of agricultural life in Vea with 
the farming calendar (Figure 3, p.17). Other figures such as photographs of participant 
observation and other agricultural details also add another dimension to the 
methodology and key findings sections. 
 
Ethics 
Ethical concerns are of course inseparable from fieldwork. Depending on the nature of 
the project, different issues may arise, and this research is no exception. Food 
sovereignty’s aims are profoundly political and therefore certain dangers surrounding 
these issues and governmental structures could have arisen. However, I did not generally 
talk about food sovereignty in the field, instead opting to talk about food security as a 
more relatable rhetoric, particularly for my informants who dealt with issues of food 
insecurity on a daily basis. Although this is not ‘doing harm’ (AAA Code of Ethics 2007: 
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326), it was not strictly transparent. However, other authors argue that it could be 
considered unethical to make your hypothesis known to your informants, (e.g. Berreman 
2007) and I found that using food security as a tool to operationalise food sovereignty’s 
values worked very well and meant I could ask about issues relating to my research in a 
transparent way.  
 
 I faced another set of issues when my research came to discussing past famines, which 
had had direct effects on my informants. As Bourgois (2007) states, “…fieldwork offers 
a privileged arena for intensive contact with politically imposed human tragedy” 
(Bourgois 2007: 291). Although the political nature of famines is something to be 
debated elsewhere (cf. Baro and Deubel 2006), the very human pain suffered during 
those famines was a real, lived experience for some of my informants, and when it came 
up during interviews I was careful to monitor the facial expressions and intonation of the 
responses, (especially when I couldn’t directly understand what they were saying, as was 
the case for many of my informants during interpreted interviews) in order to make sure 
that the topic was something they were comfortable talking about. Fortunately I did not 
encounter any particularly emotional responses and as far as I could tell, people were 
happy to talk about these issues. I always made sure that informants were comfortable 
giving their real names, and if I recorded the interview I did of course get consent for 
this first, as indicated by the AAA code of ethics (2007: 327).  
 
I also encountered ethical dilemmas in my own mind when I witnessed the inequalities 
experienced by women in Vea, who have no legal rights to their own land. I found it 
difficult to reconcile my own Western ideas about gender equality with a respect of 
cultural differences in this regard. I have an ethical duty or “scientific imperative to 
situate my informants ‘webs of significance’ in the context of what they are really doing 
everyday” (Bourgois 2007: 291). When I encountered these situations that made me feel 
awkward, I aimed to remain respectful, and at times withdraw from the situation 
altogether. Ultimately though, the interests of my informants come first and foremost, as 
recommended by the AAA (2007: 326). I attempted to achieve this by being as reflexive 
as possible about my informants and to ground my own findings and opinions in the 
debate with other authors who have also dealt with similar complex ethical issues. Above 
all, I try wherever possible to present my own experiences honestly, because as Mills 
(1963) points out, “truth is our politics and our responsibility” (Mills 1963: 611 in 
Berreman 2007: 307). 
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Key findings: Values 
The following section presents the key findings I determined during fieldwork. For the 
ease of the reader and to create a logical order, they have been divided into the six core 
values delineated earlier. These findings were discovered through the methods 
mentioned above, so primarily from interviews and participant observation. I also had 
several informal conversations that have added to the debate, which I have made note of 
as they come up. Within the six key values there are also subheadings relating to 
particular findings or phenomena that I discovered. Following from this section, the 
findings will be analysed to draw greater conclusions from the primary data. 
 
1. People-centred food: Food should be “healthy and culturally 
appropriate”, and the next generation are taken into account when 
making decisions. 
 
When approaching this value I asked farmers about their traditional farming practices 
and the cultural significance of certain foods and crops. I also asked NGO workers or 
observers about their thoughts on how proudly local people maintain traditions and 
community ties. In terms of the next generation, I asked about Baba’s own children and 
his aspirations for them for the future.    
 
From my own observations of living in Vea and eating local food prepared by my host, 
Mavis, I found that food seemed generally healthy and culturally appropriate to Vea. 
Most meals consisted of banku (a sour, doughy dish made of ground-up maize and 
cassava), TZ (from the Hausa language; Tuo Zafi - a similar consistency to banku but 
made of millet), and occasionally fufu (the same but with yams and maize.) These were 
served with a sauce, usually made from groundnut, and occasionally with a little meat 
(but more often with some ground up dried fish, caught by hand near the dam site). This 
diet is filling, gives a lot of energy, and contains local vegetables. Indeed, most of Mavis’ 
food-store was from local supplies, and rarely did she use imported ingredients. As Baba 
put it: “All of our food comes from Vea!” 
 
In Ghana, the dry season is also the time for funeral celebrations. In Vea they were a 
great excuse to bring large extended families together, and on many occasions music 
could be heard all through the night. Food is also a central part of these celebrations, and 
certain special foods are prepared. These include Bambara beans cooked in shea butter 
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and massa, fried bean balls. The massa are prepared with alkali water, which is made from 
the ashes of baobab husks and other vegetable stalks. Pito (a local beer made from 
sorghum) is also drunk at funeral celebrations. 
 
The case of millet  
In terms of culturally significant/appropriate foods in Vea, millet is, in my estimation, the 
sovereign food. Sometimes it could be on the menu three times a day. It is dried, 
pounded and ground into a fine powder to begin with, and can then be stored 
throughout the year. It can be mixed with water, ginger and sugar, and served hot with 
massa, or borfrot (a kind of donut/cake) as a porridge for breakfast. It is made into T.Z. 
for lunch and dinner, and can even be served as a cool refreshing drink, zoko.  
 
Millet comes in two varieties in Vea – early millet (Pennisetum Typhoideum) and late millet 
(Pennisetum Spicatum). According to Millar et al. (1991) late millet is generally planted over 
a larger area, but early millet - a staple crop - is considered to be of equal or greater 
importance due to it’s ability to “bridge the hunger gap” for farmers with marginal soils 
(Millar 1991: n.p.). This is reflected in the farming calendar shown earlier, where early 
millet is already being harvested by June, by which time the so-called hungry time is at its 
most severe. I also experienced the extent to which millet is saved throughout the year 
first hand, as I did not see it growing in the fields (it is mainly a rainy season crop), and 
yet I ate it almost every single day during my time in Vea. Despite it’s rainy season status, 
however, millet needs less rainfall than sorghum and is more forgiving in its early weeks 
when it comes to water stress, meaning it is adaptable and dependable during unforgiving 
weather. Interestingly, millet has also been identified as being unresponsive to chemical 
fertilisers, meaning it may even – inadvertently - reject a reliance on such chemicals, 
which are often launched by large multinational corporations and cause a lot of expense 
and soil degradation (ibid.). 
 
Millet is also used for some religious rituals. For example, the saparmo ritual shown in the 
agricultural calendar that takes place before the harvest is also the namesake of the food 
prepared, which is a ‘new TZ’, described below by Baba for Aziyewo: 
 
A: Yes, S-A-P-A-R-M-O. Saparmo. That is new TZ.  
H: OK, So what’s the difference between that and normal TZ? 
A; Yeah, the difference is… she said that there are differences because they will prepare that one, 
with the binto, that means the beans leaves. And then, they will stir the other TZ, the saparmo, and 
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then use oil on top of the saparmo, and then they invite everyone to come and eat, that day 
everyone will have to come and enjoy the food. And then they put it in a special calabash, called 
a sagiwane, which is red in colour. They wash them neatly and then they keep them. They don’t 
use them until that particular day. 
H: The calabash is red? 
A: Yes. And then they drink the pito.  
 
I also interviewed the Tindaana of Vea and asked him about the cultural and spiritual 
significance of millet: 
 
H: I’m interested in the spiritual significance of millet, I’ve heard there are rituals surrounding 
that, can you tell me anything about that? 
T: In terms of agriculture, they believe that when they farm, they appease the Gods for them to 
get bumper harvest. After getting the bumper harvest then they have to thank the Gods, that’s 
why they have the millet to sacrifice. 
H: OK. [pause] and is there any particular reason it’s millet?  
T: It’s a traditional, local crop here, so we use millet, the early millet and the late millet. We also 
use guinea corn [sorghum]. The Gods demand it, and we have to go for a soothsayer, the 
soothsayer will tell us what the Gods want. If the Gods say they want millet, we give millet. If 
they say they want guinea corn, they give guinea corn. 
 
I came across millet during a meeting with a project manager, Vida, from a local NGO, 
Trade AID. Vida was giving a presentation to a group of local women who were 
involved with basket weaving at a dedicated craft centre (built by Trade AID) to discuss 
strategies and plans for Vea, both in terms of agriculture and marketing crafts such as 
baskets and hats. During the meeting Vida mentioned that earlier plans for growing 
millet in Vea had failed, and when she asked the group why this had happened, they 
answered that the ‘local’ Upper-East variety of millet was not used, and that was why the 
crops failed. Clearly then millet is a well-established and well-loved ‘local’ crop that is not 
going anywhere, anytime soon, despite external efforts to try other varieties. It is in this 
sense then, that I would describe millet as a sovereign food for Vea – it is central to the 
daily diet, and yet it is also used for special occasions and rituals too. As a crop it is well 
adapted to the local climate and traditional farming methods (i.e. organic, as opposed to 
inorganic fertilisers).  
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The next generation 
This part of the ‘people-centred food’ value can be read somewhat ambiguously – does 
taking the next generation into account when making decisions refer to using ecologically 
sound practices, or does it literally mean being aware of the next generation and what will 
be left for them? I attempted to cover both aspects with my investigation - however, as 
value five “working with nature” covers environmental issues, I will elaborate on these 
later on. I asked Baba about what he expected his own children, Alu and Amiema, to do 
when they were older. I wondered if he expected them to go into farming too. Baba’s 
answer was that he expected they would continue farming at Vea: 
 
B: Yes, they will. They see their parents do it. If their teachers told them to go somewhere else, to 
work, then that is the only way. But I cannot sell the land; it will always be there for them. 
(Informal conversation with Baba, 21st February 2016) 
 
In this way the next generation is implicitly provided for. Land has a value beyond 
commodity in Vea, and cannot be bought and sold (more on this below). As shown 
above, Vea will always be home for those who choose it, and future generations have an 
inherent right to dwell on and work in the lands there – albeit through a patrilineal 
inheritance, which leads to the next value. 
 
2. Gender equality: “Food sovereignty implies new social relations 
free of oppression and inequality between men and women” and land 
rights are in the hands of those who produce food. 
 
This value is a key pillar of food sovereignty and was a key focus for my own research. I 
prioritised women as my research population, in order to try and document the work 
that is often ignored by mainstream development markers such as GDP (cf. Shiva, 1991 
and Duncan, 2004). To approach the different aspects of this value I asked several 
women farmers about their access to land and other resources, as well as about their 
daily routines, to attempt to document the work they were doing on a daily basis. In 
addition to foregrounding female informants, I also asked men about their opinions of 
women and their roles in society, particularly in terms of domestic tasks. I also tried to 
find out which crops are culturally ‘gendered’ and how profits are distributed from 
certain cash crops within some family structures when the work is shared between 
several individuals.  
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Land rights 
The issue of land rights is where I started to find complications between the food 
sovereignty agenda and local cultural considerations in Vea. Food sovereignty implies 
land rights being equal, including across genders. However, this is not always so 
straightforward. In Ghana, women own land in just 10% of households, with men 
owning 23% (Deere and Doss 2006: 4). 
Vea is reflective of this trend; like much of Northern Ghana it is a patrilineal society and 
therefore women cannot inherit or own their lands. Women do not even by local laws 
own the children they give birth to and bring up. This confounds the ideal position of 
gender-equal access to land, which is a central pillar of food sovereignty. Although most 
elements of the movement are deliberately open-ended so that regions can make their 
own claims on what food sovereignty means for that place, women’s rights are “non-
negotiable” as women need to be able to freely discuss food sovereignty issues as easily 
as men (Patel 2012: 2). However, in this kind of situation, it is difficult to find a solution 
that doesn’t upend cultural ideals. Indeed, patrilineal society is deeply ingrained in Vea, 
and to imply that women might own land was met with confusion when I broached the 
subject with Baba. This conflict of place-specific cultural sensitivity and gender-equal 
ideals will be discussed at length later on in the analysis section. More immediately, what 
follows below are my own findings about these issues, operationalised at the local level. 
 
From the observers’ perspective, women-headed families are more vulnerable to food 
insecurity due to them not owning assets such as livestock and land (Nicolas, Trade AID, 
Interview 5th February 2016). However, access to land is still available to most women, 
through their social networks, namely, their male relatives. When I asked the Tindaana 
about this, he stated that women own land “by virtue of their marriage”. One informant 
also commented that although men own the land, ultimately, decisions would come 
down to the senior matriarch to make, particularly if she was widowed with adult sons. I 
also found that although the women I spoke to do not technically own their lands or 
livestock, they seemed free to make their own decisions when it came to their agricultural 
products and resources. This was demonstrated by second-hand confirmation from 
Aziyewo, A-entige and Safiya, who stated that they made group decisions about their 
farms with their children, without any issues or disagreements. I also saw first-hand how 
the women had autonomy over their own livestock when I came to leave Vea, and was 
gifted two guinea fowls from the women directly. Overall, the older women that I spoke 
to worked hard, farming well into their eighties, which was apparently out of necessity 
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rather than choice. Nonetheless, they were well-liked and respected in society. Indeed, 
one older woman who was a non-immediate relative would often visit Baba and his 
brother’s compounds in the evenings to ask for food, which they were obliged to give, 
due to her position in Vea and their family structure – even if they were not always 
happy about it!  
 
Daily routines 
I asked women about their daily routines, to try and document the work that is often 
ignored by development markers. I found that they were not entirely honest with me 
about the timing of their days – according to my interpreter Baba, they were, in all 
actuality, probably getting up a lot earlier, and going to bed a lot later than they told me. 
In this way, not only are women’s tasks not accounted for by development markers such 
as GDP, etc., they are also underestimated due to the women’s own admissions and 
downplaying of their workload, particularly perhaps around a white researcher. This 
showed me how complex this kind of subject can be to research directly, and in this 
instance I found other methods such as participant observation more reliable. For 
example, living with Baba and Mavis showed me how early Mavis rose to begin cooking, 
how often she would go to the market to buy or grind up grains, how long she spent 
cooking and when she went to bed. What this also demonstrated to me was that perhaps 
the answers I had been given originally were approximations, and that perhaps my 
informants didn’t have such ‘set’ routines as I had first imagined. 
“Everybody will try their luck”: Gendered and “traditional” crops 
I found that some crops in Vea are gendered, in the sense that they are primarily used by 
women to feed their families rather than sent to market for profit. For example, 
groundnuts are considered to be female crops and are generally managed by the women 
of the household, according to Baba, although he did concede that in his household, he 
and Mavis shared the responsibility of growing them. Millar and Yeboah (2005) show 
that gender roles can depend on the task involved; for example, men and women alike 
may grow groundnuts, but women are usually responsible for processing and marketing 
them (Millar and Yeboah 2005: 245). Indeed, it seems that when it comes to certain 
crops being the sole responsibility of one gender or another, it often comes down to 
personal choice rather than hard and fast rules. For example, when I asked Baba about 
gendered roles in this sense, he stated that “everybody will try their luck” - i.e. if 
someone wants to try growing one crop they can, regardless of their gender. This shows 
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a level of autonomy and a dynamic move away from restrictive ‘traditional’3 categories; 
although certain crops have some gender connotations in a ‘traditional’ sense, this rarely 
affects who can grow what in practice. One example of this where I found that being a 
woman was an advantage was with the newly introduced tilapia aquaculture, which will 
be elaborated on further on page 40. 
3. Local control over local food systems: Food producers are at the 
heart of food sovereignty and they should have the right to “define 
their own food and agriculture systems”, over and above “the 
demands of markets and corporations.” 
 
This aspect is another core pillar of the food sovereignty movement. Food producers 
mostly defined their own foodways, in that people seemed to be able to choose what 
they wanted to grow, and where. Before I arrived in Vea, David Millar suggested that the 
irrigation system determined what could be grown where (on an ‘in’ and ‘out’ basis, of 
being within the irrigation site or not.) However, I did not see any evidence of this in the 
field. I asked several people about it and nobody seemed to know what I was talking 
about. Perhaps it used to be a constraint, and is not anymore, or perhaps people did not 
want to tell me about it. Either way, as far as my research went, it seemed that autonomy 
over who could grow what, and where, was fairly high. The only exception to this that I 
could find was the constraints some people experienced due to the type of land they had 
- for example, lower lying land was more suited to crops with high water requirements 
such as rice, or for fish ponds, while higher land was better suited to drier crops – this 
																																																								
3 In this instance, ‘traditional’ refers to the shared cultural connotations of certain crops and the beliefs that 
surround them, while not necessarily actually affecting one’s interactions with them. Another example of 
this (while not related to gender) concerns the associations surrounding sweet potatoes. I did not 
encounter sweet potatoes all that much during my time in Vea – they were growing in some places, but 
Baba inferred that they were a fairly recent introduction, and generally would not be considered a staple 
crop by any means. Vida from Trade AID mentioned that sweet potato had cultural connotations 
surrounding it; that it causes malaria due to its colour being similar to that which is vomited when one is 
suffering with malaria. When I asked Baba about this, he stated that this belief, while perhaps held in the 
past, is not held so much now. It does pose some interesting points about what tradition means though, 
and whether these really shape people’s eating habits or not, particularly as new flavours and nutritional 
priorities are introduced. 	
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was purely on a practical basis though, as far as I could make out. One example of this 
was demonstrated with symbiotic tilapia and rice production, described further below.  
 
I also found that some promises proposed by the irrigation system did not always 
materialise due to the fact that most farmers could not afford to utilise all the land they 
had, due to the costs of water and other agricultural inputs such as chemical fertilisers 
and pesticides. In this sense, people have a choice of crops to grow, but less so when it 
came to choosing how much, or with which inputs. Markets also had a negative impact – 
for example rice growers could not always define their own prices due to competitive 
national and global market prices. However, I did come across one group who were 
collectively organising to redefine their food system in this area, at Nyarga’s rice 
processing centre, also described below. 
 
Safiya’s tilapia-rice ponds 
 
An interesting use of low-lying land that I witnessed at Vea was a plot being managed by 
one of my informants, Safiya. She rented irrigated land, from what I understood, and one 
plot in particular was a symbiotic system of rice cultivation, paired with tilapia farming. 
This practice is known as aquaculture, and is rapidly becoming one of the “fastest 
growing agricultural sectors in the world” (Agbeko et al.). At Vea, the program was 
launched by The Water Research Institute in collaboration with the Ministry of Local 
Government and Rural Development (MLGRD), Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Development, Forest Services Division of Forestry Commission and CSIR-Forest 
Research Institute of Ghana, and was a sub-project of the Food Security and 
Environment Facility (FSEF) Project funded by the Canadian Government Foreign 
Affairs, Trade and Development Canada (DFATD) (ibid.). The Ministry of Food and 
Agriculture (MOFA) are also linked to the project, according to Ghana News Agency 
(2014). When the project was first launched, forty-eight women and thirty-two men were 
involved, and according to Mr Ebenezer Wellington (director of MOFA in the Upper-
East region), women’s involvement was a very deliberate choice, as their “involvement in 
fish farming helped them to improve upon their income levels and care for their families, 
especially during the off farming seasons when most farmers are idle” (Ghana News 
Agency 2014).  
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Although in principle a promising project, I found that the tilapia did not seem to reach 
the tables of those living in Vea very often. I did not eat tilapia when I was staying in Vea 
at all, and it appears that most of the fish produced in this way is sent to the South for 
markets further afield. In this way, food sovereignty seemed somewhat compromised 
from this project. Perhaps incomes were improved, which indirectly eases food security 
issues, but the program certainly did not seem to contribute to local markets and diets. 
The fact that it was launched from external government forces also calls into question 
how much control local farmers have over what they can produce, and how much 
agency they have over local food and agricultural systems, compared to external forces at 
play from governmental structures and market demands from the urbanised, southern 
capital.  
 
 
 
Figure 7: Tilapia and rice 
production 
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Nyarga’s rice processing and storage centre 
Edrisu Akolbure, a farmer and director of the farmers training centre in Nyarga (a village 
approximately 5 kilometres from Vea) had also set up a rice processing plant with the 
help of Trade AID and other partners. He compared his situation to a few years prior; 
“when you are not in a group, your voice won’t reach the junction” (22nd March 2016). 
Indeed, he stated that a few years ago, growing rice independently, “nobody would buy 
it.” Customers would complain about the stones in the rice, or refuse to pay a suitable 
price, so he and a few other farmers in the area organised and collaborated with several 
NGOs to buy machinery to process the rice themselves. The centre has a processing 
room, and they share a harvesting machine to make the process easier and quicker. 
Gender equality is also key to the organisation - rice is parboiled on site and marketed by 
women, the treasurer and vice-chairman are women, and of the twenty-five total 
members, thirteen are women, and deliberately so.  
 
Edrisu says the plant has “changed his life”, because beforehand without the processor, 
life was “very difficult.” Now when they grow rice they also pick, process and sell it 
themselves, and they get all the profits. Before the plant was established, farmers would 
farm individually, but now as a collective they have more bargaining power and receive a 
fairer price for the food they sell. When I asked a few women who were at the plant 
about their feelings about it, they stated they were happy with it, and that they feel 
empowered with organisational roles. Edrisu also stated that the treasurer being female 
had tactical implications: “Women can’t go to bars, or spend money on their boyfriends 
– they keep the money and are responsible.” Trade AID also trained local women on 
record keeping and holding meetings, and the co-operative seems to be a success story 
for the village. In this way, non-governmental organisations are offering support for local 
organisations to organise, take action and ultimately, to become more food sovereign. 
The government also help Edrisu occasionally - when I first met him at his farmer’s 
training centre, he was with two extension officers (government officials from the 
Ministry of Food and Agriculture.) I also came across a couple of interventions from 
these agents, such as introducing cheaper fertilisers, but in general, most farmers did not 
seem to experience much interaction with the government – most real change and 
positive steps towards food sovereignty experienced by some of my informants were 
being made by NGOs.  
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4. Shorter supply chains: Local and national economies should be 
prioritized and protected and family farmers, smallholders, artisanal 
fishers and pastoralists should be empowered. Transparent trade and 
consumers’ rights should be ensured. 
 
In order to measure this value I asked farmers about the main challenges they faced 
producing food. I tried to investigate supply chains and what was being imported and 
exported in Vea. I also asked both farmers and observers about governmental support 
for food producers including subsidies and market conditions. For the most part, food 
that is produced in Vea stays in Vea, or at least is marketed locally. I asked Aziyewo, A-
entige and Safiya about their marketing strategies for the foods they produced, and 
although most of it was for their families’ consumption, some excess crops such as rice 
were sold by the women themselves, at local markets in nearby Bolgatanga, Zoko and 
Sirigu. This trend was also commented on by Nicolas and Vida of Trade AID, who 
stated that the majority of the population are smallholders, and that the majority of food 
produced in Vea stayed there. Some farmers were engaged in exporting crops however, 
and a prime example of these sorts of supply chains is tomatoes. 
 
 
The case of tomatoes 
Tomatoes are big business in Ghana, and it’s neighbouring countries – the many trucks 
driving from Burkina Faso down to Accra are a frequent sight on Ghana’s main roads, 
and some of the same trucks also stop at Vea and its surroundings. According to Eshun 
et al. (2011), approximately 37,000 hectares of Ghana’s lands are dedicated to tomato 
farming (Eshun et al. 2011: 166). Indeed, tomatoes are an extremely common food in 
Ghana, and as Ntewusu (2011) states, “In contemporary Accra virtually no meal can be 
considered complete without the inclusion of tomatoes” (Ntewusu, 2011: 208). 
However, they are not what could be described as ‘indigenous crops’ – in Ewe, another 
Ghanaian language, tomato is translated as yevu-te, which means ‘European Eggplant’. 
According to Alpern (1992), the earliest references to tomatoes were from the 1800s 
(Alpern 1992: 28). This relatively recent introduction is reflected in the fact that the 
production of tomatoes is far from straightforward in Ghana’s climate. They are 
somewhat fragile as crops, because once they are ripe they need to be shipped straight 
away, else they rot. Thus, transport needs to be reliable and punctual, but sadly, this is 
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rarely the case – the roads are in bad condition, and logistics are difficult on the small 
roads around the dam site, meaning that often the trucks will be late, or they won’t come 
at all. When this happens many of the crops are wasted, which results in a great loss for 
the farmers, particularly as tomatoes require high levels of pesticides. 
The market surrounding tomatoes also affect this – as one farmer put it: “Tomatoes 
come in trucks from Burkina Faso and they are rotting here in Vea!” Tomatoes are 
apparently cheaper in Burkina Faso, and the reason I was given for this was due to 
subsidies given by the government there, meaning that farmers are able to sell their 
tomatoes for a more competitive price. This has a negative effect on farmers in Ghana 
who do not receive any subsidies, and is also reflected in Ntewusu’s (2011) findings. 
According to a presentation by the United Nations University, subsidies were present as 
recently as 2015 in Burkina Faso (Coulibaly 2015). Venus et al. (2013) point to other 
factors for the high number of tomatoes imported from Burkina Faso, citing issues such 
as environmental factors including high humidity and rainfall, which can encourage pests. 
This can “cause losses of up to 30-40% in the Ghanaian tomato production” (ibid.). 
Burkina Faso, by contrast, has much more favourable climatic conditions, and indeed 
“Burkinabe tomatoes are considered not only to have a better overall taste and appeal, 
but also tend to retain these qualities longer during storage” (Venus et al. 2013: 32-33). 
This may also be due to the allegation that Burkina Faso’s tomatoes are genetically 
modified, giving them an advantage in yield and quality (Ntewusu, 2011: 215). Clearly 
then, there are several reasons why tomatoes imported from Burkina Faso tend to do 
better in Ghanaian markets than Ghanaian tomatoes. 
Another issue cited by the same farmer is processing. Tomatoes are notoriously fragile 
when they are fresh, but if they are processed and canned, they can last for a long time. 
Many contemporary Ghanaian dishes contain tomatoes, and according to Akapule (2015) 
Ghana is the world’s second largest importer of tomato paste in the world. This was 
reflected in Baba’s comments that imported tomato paste from China was “everywhere”. 
However, this does not have to be the case. There used to be a tomato factory in 
Pwalugu, just over 30 kilometres away from Vea. The factory was originally established 
by Osagyefo Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, and as part of the development project “commercial 
farming of tomatoes was encouraged in Navrongo and Bolgatanga […] to supply the 
factory” (Ntewusu, 2011: 213). During the mid-1980s and 1990s, policies imposed by the 
World Bank and IMF meant that the government “embarked on a major privatisation 
programme”, whilst relaxing import restrictions on tomato paste. This resulted in the 
	 46	
collapse of the factory (ibid. :214). Paired with a decrease in subsidies, farmers did not 
have enough funds to continue production. (ibid.)  The factory at Pwalugu was revamped 
in 2007 and given a new name, Northern Star Tomato Processing Factory (Akapule, 
2015). However, once again, the factory, much like the dams, has fallen into disrepair. As 
Osei (2013) puts it: 
“Tomato farmers in the upper east region are left high and dry by the northern star tomatoes 
factory which assured them the factory’s preparedness to purchase their product to avoid 
repetition of a glut, diseases and poor marketing of their products which led to many farmers 
committing suicide in 2009” (Osei 2013: n.p.). 
This is also reflected by Ntewusu’s findings that there had been an increase in suicides in 
tomato farmers due to loans to tomato queens and the importation of tomato paste 
driving prices down (Ntewusu, 2011: 225).The lack of local processing for tomatoes 
means they are a “risky” crop, according to Edrisu Akolbure (22nd March 2016). Edrisu 
also informed me that the “old variety” of tomatoes didn’t do well in the colder winter 
months of December to February, and he was using a Padma 108 F1 variety at his 
farmer’s training centre (pictured below in figure 8). 
 
Figure 8: The tomato variety ‘Padma 108 F1’ 
seed packet, distributed by ‘East-West Seed 
Group International’. I mistakenly took these 
to be Genetically Modified (GM) seeds, but 
after a later look at the distributors website, I 
found that all of their products are “free of 
any Genetically Modified Organism (GMO)” 
(East-West Seed, n.d.).  
 
 
 
 
 
Here he grew tomatoes vertically using cane supports, rather than on the ground like 
most farmers in the area. However, when I went to see him again a few weeks later the 
tomatoes were dry and dead, and indeed as soon as the rains began in Vea, other farmer’s 
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tomatoes in the fields were gone very quickly. According to Edrisu, the 
uncharacteristically early rains destroyed 2 acres worth of tomatoes. I also observed this 
first hand when I walked through the fields with Baba a few days later - many tomatoes 
were rotting in the fields after the rains started, towards the end of the season. Once 
farmers decide to stop preventing animals from grazing the plants, the earth is very 
quickly completely bare, and ready for the next season’s crops to be planted in a few 
weeks time. 
 
Figure 9: Experimental vertical 
growing system at Edrisu’s 
farmer training centre in 
Nyarga 
 
 
 
 
Tomatoes present an interesting set of issues in Ghana. They are under increasing 
demand and being grown in huge numbers, but as has been shown, sometimes having 
enough tomatoes in the field does not ensure a steady supply, or a steady income. 
Indeed, tomatoes do not seem to be well suited to the Ghanaian climate; even in the 
drier, Upper-East savannah regions - which are not so different climatically from Burkina 
Faso - farmers are struggling. However, as mentioned, tomatoes are nowadays common 
ingredients in many Ghanaian dishes, as they provide flavour for sauces to accompany 
the heavy, carbohydrate-based foods. Paired with groundnuts, I would estimate that I ate 
tomatoes at least once, every day. Clearly then, although they did not originate in Ghana,4 
tomatoes are there to stay, and have been fully integrated into Ghanaian palates and 
cuisine. In this way, Ghanaian tastes and cultural capital (i.e. recipes and dishes) are 
changing all the time. It might prove fruitful to research whether older generations 
remember eating tomatoes as children, although, if they have indeed been around as long 																																																								
4 Although, according to Alpern (1992), there are not many crops that were not introduced from 
elsewhere; for example, maize, cassava, sweet potatoes, peanuts, pineapples, papayas, coconuts and 
mangoes were all brought to West Africa from abroad (Alpern 1992: 13-22). 
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as the 1800s (Alpern 1992: 28), then perhaps they would. Nevertheless, changing 
preferences imply that “culturally sensitive” foods are difficult to define, and must also 
constantly be updated, to incorporate these evolving and changing tastes. 
In terms of supply chains and local economies being protected, evidently this is not so 
straightforward when a plethora of other issues are also at play. For example, transport, 
market structures and processing facilities can also cause complications and contribute to 
a convoluted food system, which results in a situation where farmers are growing 
tomatoes, making losses, and then buying imported tomato paste from Asia. This type of 
food system is no doubt mirrored all over the world, and is what La Via Campesina are 
trying to move away from. However, until nation-states invest in their own food systems 
with subsidies and improved infrastructure, the gap will inevitably be plugged by cheaper 
international alternatives. 
5. Grassroots level development of knowledge: Food producers should 
maintain control over their own “lands, territories, waters, seeds, 
livestock and biodiversity.”  
 
This value interrogates various aspects of the agricultural environment, including inputs 
such as water and seeds, and outputs such as livestock. During my interviews, I focused 
on land, water and seeds in particular: Land and water because they appeared to be the 
most contentious subjects in Vea, particularly with issues surrounding the dam; and seeds 
because, as mentioned previously, they are “essential building blocks” (Wittman, 
Desmarais and Wiebe 2011: 11) to food sovereignty, and indeed represent the beginnings 
and regenerative cycles of life. ‘Traditional’ farming techniques and practices were also 
interrogated where possible. Generally speaking, from what I could gather, farmers 
seemed to be in control of their own foods. Most food consumed was locally produced, 
and some farmers who did use fertiliser were able to make the choice not to use these 
foods for their own consumption.  
 
Land 
Most land in Vea has a value beyond commodity; it is ancestral land and inherited, as 
described earlier, on a patrilineal basis. It cannot be bought and sold, except in particular 
circumstances where the Tindaana may make an exception, but this is figured out 
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between the landowner, Tindaana and other family members.5 If the Tindaana disagreed 
with the way land was being used, he could place some thorns on it to discourage further 
use and show his annoyance. The dwelling place of the first settlers and ancestors of Vea 
cannot be farmed or built upon, and is left as a holy site. There are a few other enshrined 
places in Vea, including a sacred grove (also a dwelling place of crocodiles, pictured in 
figure 1, p.16), and some rocks near the top of an outcrop on a hill that overlooks the 
surrounding lands. These rocks have been a point of contention in the past – when the 
dam was last going to be rehabilitated, the contractors wanted to use them to rebuild the 
dam wall. This involved blowing them up, which for obvious reasons did not please the 
local people, or the Tindaana. There were public protests, which eventually resulted in 
violence. One man from Vea was shot by a policeman, and the case is still not resolved. 
The work on the dam was halted and never resumed. According to Baba, the World 
Bank plans to begin rehabilitating the dam again in late 2016 – whether this materialises 
remains to be seen. What the case does demonstrate, however, is that disagreements 
pertaining to land are far from straightforward. The chief of Vea apparently “sold the 
rock to the contractor” but this was not discussed with the Tindaana (interview 13th 
February 2016). This presents problems because the Tindaana, by definition, is the Earth 
priest, and it is his role to resolve disputes surrounding land. Baba hopes that when the 
World Bank do begin rehabilitating the dam, they will work closely with the community 
and the Tindaana to ensure that these kind of mistakes are not repeated, and that the 
people of Vea retain some control over their own lands (and water, mentioned in more 
detail below).  
 
Seeds 
Seeds are, as highlighted earlier, central to the food sovereignty debate. They have the 
potential to represent “a microcosm for examining struggles for food sovereignty” 
(Bezner-Kerr 2013: 868). In terms of where seeds come from in Vea, there was no cut 
and dried answer. It seemed that most of my informants saved and swapped seeds 
between themselves, particularly of traditional crops such as sorghum, millet, etc.  
Bito or bean-leaf seeds were also saved by Daniel, a farmer that I met on my bicycle when 
I was passing through Nyarga. However, if there was a particularly bad harvest, or stocks 
were eaten by pests, then seeds would be bought from nearby Bolgatanga. Most 																																																								
5 This is with exception to the land under the lake, which has been commoditised as described earlier. For 
argument’s sake, the land referred to in this section is useable land i.e. that which can be built on or used 
for agriculture. 
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respondents stated that these were expensive, but didn’t have exact figures. Edrisu 
Akolbure used ‘Padma 108 F1’ seeds for his tomatoes, which he said performed better 
than the traditional varieties. This was also reflected by Daniel, who used to grow 
tomatoes but switched due to the ‘old’ varieties not doing well in the colder months. In 
this sense, farmers do appear to be exerting their own sovereignty with the right to 
choose, although this luxury is only available to those who can afford it. Aziyewo selects 
seeds based on the level of ‘starch’ in the crops, and A-Entige stated that she could select 
which seeds to save based on their appearance; seeds which were ‘wrapped’ (i.e. matured) 
could be saved to use for the next season, and she exchanged seeds if she had a good 
enough relationship with the exchange partner. These comments gave me the impression 
that overall, seed saving and swapping is fairly common in Vea – most informants stated 
they only bought seeds if the harvest had been poor or if there was a shortage. This 
presents an overall picture of this value of food sovereignty being upheld. Water, 
however, presents complications. 
 Water 
Water was often a point of contention for Vea. Much like seeds, water symbolises life – it 
is an absolutely necessary pre-requisite to life and growth. As a result, it has often been 
central to many religious and spiritual beliefs around the world (cf. Strang 2014). Vea is 
no exception to this; before the dam was built, the river Yarigatanga flowed, and this 
river is a deity according to the Tindaana. The dam’s presence then, symbolises not only 
an increased chance for cultivation, but also of man’s dominance over nature. This kind 
of “maldevelopment” has already been described in more general terms (Shiva 1991: 
129), but I also saw the direct effects on the everyday lived experience of farmers in Vea. 
Despite the promises of increased chances for cultivation, many fields at the irrigation 
site lay fallow. The reason for this was due to the ever-increasing costs for little return - 
the price of water has increased year on year, and with the additional expenses of labour 
and other inputs, the autonomy - and consequently food sovereignty of Vea – was 
seriously compromised.  
 
In this way the choice is there to irrigate, but again, it is only possible if one has enough 
money in the first place. Some informants also complained that even when they were 
paying the fees, they were still not getting what they were promised. The lateral canals 
were not getting enough water due to the poor condition of the dam, and I was told that 
some years the water would dry up before the rains began (see interview excerpt with 
Aziyewo in the ‘fragility of dams’ section, above). This confounds the argument that the 
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dam helps to prevent the water supply running out completely by rationing the water 
with the three days on/three days off system currently in place. It is impossible to know 
whether the situation would be worse without it, but the fact remains that dams are high-
maintenance, and potentially even dangerous if they are not kept in good condition. 
Perhaps the situation will improve if the World Bank rehabilitates the dam, but it does 
beg the question of how sustainable dam systems are in the long term, particularly if 
communities are reliant on international aid organisations to do anything to improve 
their own infrastructure. I would deem this situation as preventing ‘water sovereignty’, 
which is evidently a vital pre-requisite for food sovereignty. 
Indigenous knowledge in farming 
I was interested in pursuing indigenous knowledge (IK) debates, particularly those 
expressed by women through traditional farming practices, but ultimately this can be 
expressed via the umbrella of the food sovereignty debate, particularly through this value. 
I also found that determining which techniques are ‘indigenous’ or ‘traditional’ was not 
always that straightforward – as Vida noted, ‘modern’ farming techniques are often not 
that different from ‘traditional’ ones, and as an outsider it is often difficult to see which is 
which. I did however, find examples of this kind of knowledge by talking to the Tindaana 
in particular, and also through participant observation. For example, when I was working 
with Aziyewo on her farm, she was irrigating her land just by moving soil with her hands, 
and she was able to identify many wild plants that weren’t crops. She also routinely 
picked mangoes that looked too small or wouldn’t grow well, to help sustain the rest of 
the tree. This knowledge is something that I presume she learned from her parents 
before her, and from years of trial and error; as I found out during my first interviews, 
she did not go to school.  
 
The Tindaana’s work is almost certainly tied up with grassroots, or indigenous knowledge. 
Though I did not see it in practice, he did describe some of the ritualistic and spiritual 
elements of his role in Vea, particularly with reference to soothsayers and his role as a 
liaison between the spiritual and physical world. He also described a ritual to 
demonstrate his anger when land was being used that shouldn’t have been, by placing 
thorny branches on the land. This can only be done by the Tindaana and although it may 
not be spoken about in public, it is supposed to be implicitly understood by those who 
are unlucky enough to experience it first-hand!  
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6. Working with nature: Food should be “produced through 
ecologically sound and sustainable methods” (All quotes contained in these 
values come from La Via Campesina 2007). 
 
Food sovereignty is related to wider environmental debates in a number of ways. Indeed, 
the fate of the planet is tied up with how we feed ourselves – as populations grow, the 
pressure on the world’s farmers and their lands will only increase. As has been shown 
previously, the first people to feel the effects of these pressures are smallholders, 
peasants and pastoralists in developing countries. In order to investigate this fraught 
relationship I tried to look at the issue from two different viewpoints; how people 
affected the environment, and how the environment affected people. In order to 
operationalise these differing perspectives, I investigated how environmentally conscious 
farming practices were, particularly through the use of agrochemicals; and how the 
environment affected livelihoods in Vea, particularly due to uncertainties caused by 
climate change. Although it is difficult to measure a long-term process such as climate 
change, I rely on my informant’s own anecdotal evidence and memory to draw 
conclusions. While this may not necessarily determine the effects in a qualitative way, the 
data I was looking for was of a qualitative nature, and therefore I assumed confidence in 
my informant’s accounts of their own experience in this matter. 
 
Agrochemicals 
Farmers seemed to generally prefer to use chemicals when possible, although they 
unanimously said that they were very expensive so this was not always possible. Baba 
described chemical fertilisers as being more ‘sharp’ and effective than organic ones:  
H: Because when I was at Aziyewo’s farm we were using manure? 
B: Yes, that was another complement one. The organic one. She went and bought half a bag, but 
as of now she can’t get money to even buy additional ones, so she is now using the organic. 
Which is not sharp like the inorganic.  
H: It’s not sharp? 
B: Yeah it’s not, you know the inorganic could begin working within two weeks, but the organic 
would have to be there for at least one month or two months. It is not easy for the organic to 
decay. But the inorganic would just decay within a week or more.  	
Most farmers did not seem concerned with potential environmental or soil degradation 
from the use of chemical fertilisers or pesticides. Indeed, most were more concerned 
with the more immediately pressing issues of the high financial costs, or their efficacy, as 
shown above with Baba’s description of inorganic fertilisers being ‘sharp’. Indeed, even 
observers did not always have strong personal feelings about chemical fertilisers, it 
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appeared. Vida of Trade AID, for example, stated her motivations for encouraging 
organic compost in Vea: 
 
V: Yes, and this one we’ve even constructed a compost facility in the community for them to get 
used to it, for them to I mean, hopefully use it in their farms. I mean it is cheaper, and it’s also 
very good in terms of food cultivation and human consumption.  
H: OK, so you think it’s less dangerous than using chemicals for human consumption? 
V: Yeah, that’s what the experts are saying 
H: OK 
V: (laughs) 
H: (laughing) Alright.  
 
Edrisu Akolbure also mentioned the potential dangers posed to human health from the 
use of chemicals. He inferred that the spraying of chemicals was dangerous, and that he 
did not use chemically treated vegetables for his own personal consumption (interview 
22nd March 2016). Edrisu also stated that environmental concerns were important to him, 
but I do wonder how much of these statements have been shaped by his interactions 
with Trade AID and other organisations who are informed by ‘the experts’ in turn! 
However, Trade AID’s director, Nicolas, stated that “all of a sudden” people realised 
that “increased chemicalisation hasn’t helped much” and that farmers were unable to 
grow tomatoes in Vea again, due to the high levels of acidity in the soils. I saw for myself 
that some people were growing tomatoes but perhaps some farmers had to switch to 
different crops, (for example Daniel, who had switched to binto). Nevertheless, I got the 
feeling that reducing chemicals for environmental reasons was more of a concern for 
observers than the farmers themselves; most farmers I spoke to were more concerned 
about their yields, the cost of inputs, and ultimately, having enough food to feed their 
families. This is unsurprising – as mentioned before, the older women I spoke to were 
still farming out of necessity rather than choice, and the hungry time can still be 
extremely challenging for many, especially those who don’t have an income to buy 
surplus food when their own supplies run out. Therefore, when it comes down to 
priorities, ultimately survival will come first.  
 
I also wonder how much of an issue acidification is for farmers in Vea. As described 
earlier, certain crops such as tomatoes require high levels of chemical inputs due to their 
susceptibility to pests and changes in climate, but other crops do not face the same 
issues; perhaps because they have adapted with their environment for a much longer 
period.6 Farmers also had their own strategies for dealing with nitrogen levels; for 
example, when I asked Baba about his rainy season lands near to his compound, he 																																																								
6 Indeed, as mentioned previously, some crops actually show resistance to chemical inputs such as millet 
(Millar 1991). 
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stated that he planted crops on a rotational basis; if the soil is of good quality they will 
grow millet, but if it is not deemed to be good enough, then he will plant Bambara beans 
or groundnuts instead to “fix” the soil. This solution shows adaptation and a knowledge 
base that is well adapted to the local landscape.  
 
Climate change 
 
All of my informants mentioned climate change as being a central issue facing 
smallholder farmers in the Vea area. I found it interesting that compared to my own 
experiences of discussing climate change in Europe, there was absolutely no doubt of its 
existence among my informants in Ghana. This is to be expected, as studies have shown 
that developing countries are generally first to be affected by climate change (e.g. IPCC 
2007), particularly as it compounds existing conditions of poverty. This is especially true 
when those affected are food producers, and therefore especially reliant on favourable 
weather conditions. For example, if rains come a little too late, too soon, too heavy, or 
too light, this can have serious implications for crops which need to be timed correctly to 
avoid a loss. A-entige also cited strong winds as a factor that can have negative effects on 
rice production at her irrigation site.  
 
Observers shared the view that climate change had significant effects on Vea’s foodways. 
Vida intimated that rainfall patterns caused an increase in imported foods to Vea, 
indicating a direct link to its food sovereignty. Some adaptation measures are in place as 
mentioned previously, not least the dam itself; although informants agreed that weather 
conditions were worse than they used to be, Aziyewo also made it clear that life was 
much easier with the dam there, as she was less reliant on rainy-season lands alone to last 
the entire year. However, one of the worst famines she could remember occurred after 
the dam was built, in 1992-1993, showing that the dam has not prevented all damage 
incurred by drought.  
 
Overall, I would say that most farmers ‘on the ground’ are perhaps not all that concerned 
with farming in environmentally friendly ways, particularly when it comes to fertiliser.7 
However, they are certainly concerned with the changing climate and uncertainty this can 
bring, particularly for their crops and livelihoods. Environmentalists have been accused 
																																																								
7 With the exception of Edrisu, as mentioned earlier, and Daniel, who was using a less intensive fertiliser 
after being advised to do so by extension officers. Interestingly, both of these examples demonstrate 
outside influences having a direct effect on attitudes towards the effects of chemicals. 
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in the past of pushing their agendas onto the global South without taking into account 
their local environmental and socio-cultural climates (cf. Brosius 1999), but on the other 
hand, scholars such as Low and Gleeson (1998) would argue that debates about 
environmental justice should emanate from specific examples of “actual environmental 
conflicts rather than in discourses that purport to fix political-ethical outlooks through 
the abstract contemplation of moral issues” (Low and Gleeson 1998: 202). I would agree 
with this, as indeed I did find environmental issues were at the forefront of people’s 
minds, even if it comes from a survival point of view. However, this does have 
implications for the food sovereignty framework in terms of universal values being 
generated at the global level to affect the local level. This will be elaborated further on in 
the analysis section below. 
 
Analysis: Examining food sovereignty at the local level 
 
The following section aims to provide a critical overview of the food sovereignty 
framework, synthesising the research findings shown above with other secondary sources 
and works from the food sovereignty debate. Key aspects include: The aforementioned 
discord between cultural sensitivity, and universal guidelines for gender equality; the role 
of governmental structures in a movement that posits itself as anti-establishment; and the 
way that the units of analysis, i.e. farmers and/or peasants are classified in the 
movement.  
 
Gender equality, cultural sensitivity and the sticky issue of land-rights 
 
A key issue within the food sovereignty debate that I came across during my research is 
the tension that arises when two aspects come into friction with each other – the 
universal ideals of cultural sensitivity and gender equality. As noted previously, food 
sovereignty does have some core principles, which are “non-negotiable” (Patel 2012: 2), 
and indeed, constitute “preconditions” for food sovereignty to exist at all (Patel 2009: 
665). A prime example of this is LVC’s commitment to women’s rights, which are more 
often than not manifested in equal opportunities, equal access to resources, and equal 
ownership. As Desmarais, Wittman and Wiebe (2011) point out, La Via Campesina 
explicitly targeted gender issues, specifically “violence against women” in their fifth 
international conference. They intimate that this is due to women’s categorical placement 
alongside food and food related issues:  
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“Because women play a key role in food production and procurement, food preparation, family 
food security and food culture, the social and political transformation embedded in the food 
sovereignty concept specifically entails changed gender relations” (Wittman, H., Desmarais, A.A. 
and Wiebe, N. 2011: 5).  
 
This culturally constructed positioning of women alongside food is also demonstrated 
elsewhere (e.g. Van Esterik 1998: 222), and indeed women in Ghana are generally 
responsible for feeding their families. However, I would posit that these changed gender 
relations envisioned by the food sovereignty paradigm are complicated by the fact that in 
Vea, and indeed in many societies across the globe, women simply cannot own land. 
Although they are afforded some respect, particularly with age, women are not treated 
equally to men in this regard, and I am not sure this is something that is likely to change 
in the near future. Indeed, would it be fair or reasonable to insist that it does? A key 
component of food sovereignty being present is an entitlement to “culturally 
appropriate” food – but what about culturally appropriate policies? Is it indeed possible 
to issue universal ‘rights’ that are designed to extend to so many different geopolitical 
spaces? If so, they must be manoeuvred around delicately. I experienced difficulties 
myself in reconciling these two opposing ideals; as a Western researcher I tried to avoid 
putting my own cultural assumptions onto others, but I also found it difficult sometimes 
to stand by when I saw women being ordered around, ignored during conversation, or 
generally treated as ‘second class citizens’ in everyday situations. When faced with these 
kinds of situations I had to try very hard to bite my tongue or withdraw altogether from 
the situation. 
 
Of course, this was not always the case - Baba’s relationship with Mavis, and his 
involvement with childcare and cooking appeared to me, to be from a position of mutual 
respect. I also had a conversation with one informant during a car journey, who told me 
about his past relationship with a European woman and how she had actively challenged 
his opinions on women’s position in society and relationships, particularly with reference 
to responsibilities of household tasks such as cooking. As he put it; “We should not treat 
women like slaves.” The point of these examples is to evidence that Ghanaian attitudes 
towards women’s rights cannot be essentialised or presented as a fixed position, because 
attitudes differ widely depending on past experiences and personalities. The fact remains 
though, that women cannot own land in most of Northern Ghana, and therefore certain 
claims towards equality simply do not apply here.  
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Abusharaf (2011) makes a worthwhile discussion of the intersection of gender justice, 
human rights and African religious structures. He makes the case for ‘vernacularisation’ 
of human rights discourses to ameliorate them to African audiences, lest they remain 
“tightly linked to liberal Western traditions and rejected as distant, alien, and utterly 
untranslatable” (Abusharaf 2011: 131). Indeed, he states that forging “connections 
between the local and the global” under a larger political framework is vital in order to 
understand the myriad of meanings of the “language” of the rights dialectic, which are 
“often cast as expressions of Western notions of individuality and agency” (ibid.). This 
reflects the value of gender justice espoused by LVC, and an important point about units 
of analysis and spheres of political influence, for local conceptions of rights cannot exist 
without global definitions; and conversely, universal definitions must take into account 
the varied and nuanced societies that they wish to incorporate. In order to go about this, 
Abusharaf calls for “thick description” of societies to uncover their “layers of 
significance” (Abusharaf 2011: 131-132). 
 
In terms of gender, notions of femininity and in particular, women’s bodies, are “deeply 
rooted” in patriarchal kinship structures, meaning that “gender equality cannot be 
attained unless human rights activists take up issues of matters of kinship as well as 
sexuality” (Abusharaf 2011: 136). This is also reflected by Bawa (2016), who shows that 
women’s relations to capital are shaped by their “constructed identities” within society, 
meaning that “struggles for gender equality also encompass socioeconomic justice and 
political empowerment” (Bawa 2016: 124). Bawa also demonstrates that women’s 
identities are linked to their bodies and reproductive capabilities, not just on an individual 
level, but at the societal level also. For example, when a child-naming ceremony takes 
place, the mother is congratulated not only for giving birth to a healthy child, but for 
“bringing back the good ancestors” through the process of reincarnation (Bawa 2016: 
125). This phenomenon is also present in Vea – Alu-Palaga (Baba’s youngest child) is 
named after one of the first settlers of Vea.  
 
In this sense then, reproduction has a “double function” in Ghana; of reincarnation and 
“perpetuating traditional religious beliefs and practices” (Bawa 2016: 125). Thus, 
reproduction is perceived as a central function and part of “women’s identities” (ibid.). 
This discussion of reproduction and women’s bodies is significant for the current 
research because it elucidates how women are valued in Ghanaian societies, and how 
they earn their respect and access to land through their familial relationships. A woman’s 
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social status as a wife, sister, daughter, mother or grandmother defines her access to land 
and “socioeconomic progress”, and indeed, the institution of motherhood is a much 
more powerful, prestigious one than in Western cosmologies (ibid.: 121-131). This calls 
into question the very idea of individual ownership being a marker of success, and 
indeed, the individual being an appropriate unit of measurement at all. However, one 
important point that remains within this conception of women and their access to land, 
is the case of women who are outcast by society, and therefore have no ingress to land or 
independent food production. I did not come across such a case during my research but 
it certainly confounds the idea of gender equality, as men can quite easily move to a new 
village and start anew, albeit as a ‘stranger’, while women in this position, without a 
support network, do not have such options.  
 
As Patel (2009) points out, food sovereignty’s actual “demands” are based on ‘“access to 
land’ rather than ‘ownership of land’. The whole scope of power through ownership – be it 
of land, intellectual property rights or gene patents – is challenged by La Via Campesina 
in various ways” (Patel, R. 2009: 664, emphasis mine). This focus on ownership may also 
be due, in part, to LVC’s Latin-American beginnings. As Rosset and Martinez-Torres 
found in a 2005 interview with an African peasant leader, LVC was felt to be “very Latin 
American” by African audiences in its early stages, which is reflected in its views about 
land; as the same authors show in a later article, “Latin America is the region of the 
world with the most unequal distribution of land and income,” and therefore this focus 
is understandable in the context of LVC’s evolution as a movement (Rosset and 
Martinez-Torret 2010: 153-4). Now though, it is important to clearly define what is 
meant by gender equality in varying contexts, and how LVC hope to craft a new future 
including “changed gender relations” (Wittman, Desmarais, and Wiebe 2011: 5). Without 
a clear roadmap in this area it may be hard to see how food sovereignty will move 
beyond an aspirational project, or make real lasting changes in the complex sphere of 
women’s rights, empowerment and self-determination in the African context. As Patel 
(2009) puts it; “If we talk about food sovereignty, we talk about rights, and if we do that, 
we must talk about ways to ensure that those rights are met across a range of 
geographies, by everyone and in substantive and meaningful ways” (Patel 2009: 665). 
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The role of governments 
 
To invoke the rights-based rhetoric that is so central to the food sovereignty debate (e.g. 
La Via Campesina 1996, Wittman 2011 etc.), is also to call into question issues of 
governance. To again quote Patel, (2009) food sovereignty requires “specific 
arrangements” of governance, over both “territory and space”. Indeed, the gravitas lent 
to the rhetoric of “rights talk” implies a set of responsibilities for a “specified entity” – 
i.e. the state. By denying the state its authority, and by illuminating the varied and 
multiple power hierarchies at play within the current food system, food sovereignty 
“paradoxically displaces one sovereign but remains silent about others.” To discuss 
rights, then, is to assume a number of other preconditions (i.e. some level of 
governance), that are already automatically undermined, due to food sovereignty’s 
“radical character” (Patel 2009: 663-664).  
Indeed, perhaps self-determination at the local level isn’t enough to assure food 
sovereignty, if the more global rhetoric of rights is to be called into play. Rights are not, it 
has been shown, universal (i.e. the discussion above on women’s rights and cultural 
contexts). What is also clear from the key findings shown above is that governmental 
structures do play an important role in agricultural life in Vea; due to Burkina Faso’s 
government’s subsidies, market conditions in Ghana are affected.  
 
At the time of writing, issues of governance and food sovereignty are highly fraught in 
Ghana. A recently drafted ‘Plant Breeders Bill’ is facing strong opposition from Food 
Sovereignty Ghana and other social movements. The bill “seeks to guarantee genetic 
diversity of food crops and increase production levels” which the government argue 
would ensure food security and raise incomes for farmers (Laary 2016: n.p.). However, 
the bill faces strong resistance due to its promotion of “the production of genetically 
modified seeds and animal breeds without adequate consultations” (ibid.). Clearly the 
government’s position here is somewhat vilified but at the same time, the expectation is 
that they will consult with other organisations in order to defend Ghanaian farmers. This 
conflict calls forth questions of who should hold the responsibility of legal proceedings 
and defending citizens, if governments are removed?  
 
Lidskog and Elander (2009) question whether governments are truly capable of making 
decisions that are democratically representative in the “territorially bounded” nation-state 
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– particularly surrounding issues which are “trans-boundary, complex and controversial”, 
such as those approached by the food sovereignty debate (Lidskog and Elander 2009: 
33). However, others have argued that the state’s role could hold “key” functions, 
particularly by creating “strong and effective public policies” to fight for equality and 
support smallholder farmers (Shattuck and Holt-Gimenez 2011). Indeed these roles may 
be key in defending LVC’s key aims, and I do wonder if LVC could do any better when 
dealing with such a varied and diverse group of issues, and peoples. This leads to my 
final discussion point, which is the question of who LVC’s target audience really are.  
 
The peasant question 
The food sovereignty debate has enlisted many different ‘peoples’ as its central audience 
or subject; some talk of ‘working peoples’ (Borras, Franco and Monsalve-Suarez 2010: 
601), others of ‘peasants’, pastoralists’, ‘farmers’, ‘peoples’, or ‘communities’ - but these 
have been criticised for being too “analytically vague and operationally unrealistic” 
(Roman-Alcalá 2016: 1-2). This may be due to the movements by now transnational and 
far-reaching nature; it does, after all, incorporate and mobilise people from all over the 
world, so to categorise all of them is unsurprisingly problematic. Moreover, I faced 
similar issues categorising my own research population, particularly before I reached the 
field. However, once I arrived and began interviews, I found that usually, farmers there 
were described as ‘smallholder farmers’. On a practical level, this category reflected the 
size and nature of the farms that I observed in and around Vea, and indeed this term also 
seemed to be the most politically neutral and exact (particularly in contrast to terms such 
as ‘peasants’ or ‘working peoples’), therefore serving this research best in terms of 
definitions. I was also very aware of the fact that I didn’t want to nativise my informants 
as ‘African peasants’, or indeed make the assumption that they are ‘closer to nature’ or 
‘noble savages’ (cf. Hames 2007) – as these conceptualisations are at best, exoticising the 
African ‘other’, and, at worst, have colonial connotations. 
 
 I was also aware that the informants I spoke to who were smallholder farmers may not 
all identify the same way in other areas –to call them all ‘peasants’ may have insulted 
some, but not others. Therefore ‘smallholder farmers’ seemed safest in terms of quickly 
defining my informants. However, this is only covering one small ‘place’, which raises 
questions over how it is possible or preferable to label all peoples in the food sovereignty 
network’s ‘space’ with the same definition. 
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Roman-Alcalá, (2016) also notes this “dual nature” of the food sovereignty movement, 
stating that it is both a “unitary movement” and an “internally varied composite of many 
movements, classes and types of people with potentially conflicting ideas and goals” 
(Roman-Alcalá 2016: 3). Perhaps this multiplicity is both a strength and a weakness when 
it comes to making demands and rules, particularly at the micro level. Bernstein (2013) 
also interrogates the interchanged ‘social categories’ so easily exchanged in the food 
sovereignty rhetoric, particularly ‘small farmers’, ‘peasants’, and ‘people of the land’, 
which, when used synonymously, may lose their coherence or usefulness as a category 
(Bernstein 2013: 13).  
 
Conclusion 
Food security and food sovereignty are both useful concepts to think about the 
foodways of Vea; food security as a more widely understood and therefore applicable 
concept for operationalisation in the field, and food sovereignty as a useful set of 
guidelines and values for shaping and analysing research findings. However, both 
concepts are problematic in that they do not cover all aspects of Vea’s foodways and 
social relationships; food security is too one-dimensional in its focus on access to food, 
and food sovereignty’s aims are perhaps too aspirational, vague or ambitious to cover all 
geopolitical spaces. Nonetheless, food sovereignty is a highly relevant, current topic; at 
the time of writing, it is frequently being invoked in news articles, policy documents and 
press releases around the world; not least in Africa where recent headlines have 
highlighted issues of government legislation protecting small farmers in both Uganda and 
Ghana (e.g. Lyatuu 2016; Appiah-Osei and Tandoh 2016; and Laary 2016). As well as 
being current, food sovereignty also presents a useful model to challenge the status quo 
within the global food system, and to demonstrate the complexity and social elements of 
today’s food system. 
These issues have been operationalised at the local level through this research, which has 
aimed to give a detailed picture of Vea’s foodways and larger agricultural pressures on 
smallholder farmers. Although not completely comprehensive due to time constraints 
(i.e. the exclusion of rainy season observations), the key values of food sovereignty have 
been collated and investigated as fully as possible via fieldwork and a critical analysis 
through the anthropological ‘lens’, with an aim to demonstrate the framework’s viability 
at the local level of lived experience. The above findings have demonstrated that food 
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sovereignty is a superior model to think about the cultural and social associations of food 
types and systems.  
By incorporating typical anthropological methods such as interviews and participant 
observation, and serendipitous circumstances of changing seasons and an advantageous 
method of transport, several findings have been presented. Key components of these 
findings, formed from the values of food sovereignty include: the farming calendar and 
associated rituals in Vea; the cultural significance of certain crops such as millet; the 
effects of national and international markets and subsidies on smallholder farmers; the 
changing palates and cultural capital of Ghana, expressed through the increased demands 
for tomatoes; the extent of autonomy over land, water, seeds and markets; and the level 
of concern for environmental issues including threats from climate change and the use of 
agrochemicals.  
It has been demonstrated that certain principles of the food sovereignty debate such as 
control over agricultural inputs and resources (e.g. water, seeds, and land) are highly 
relevant in the context of Vea. Other principles on the other hand, such as aims for 
equalised gender relations and land-rights, pose more complex and conflicting analyses. 
Such priorities are, it has been shown, perhaps more relevant in the context of Latin 
America’s geopolitical history, and do not always mesh well with African cosmologies of 
personhood. This is because, it is argued, food sovereignty offers just one definition of a 
person, that is, an individual with a set of rights. However, African notions of personhood 
do not necessarily match this profile – indeed, my respondents may define themselves 
more as a set of relationships, or a reflection of their society. This is exemplified in the 
way that women in Vea access land - i.e., through their husband or male children. This 
may seem ‘unfair’ from a Western perspective, but in the African imagination, 
motherhood is associated with prestige and power. Having access to land through a well-
established and maintained social network is a privileged and well-understood position in 
this context, and indeed, perhaps to be truly sovereign, women should be encouraged to 
perform ‘traditional’ gender roles and access land through their male relatives, if this is 
what they want. After all, this is the ‘right to choose’, another key component of food 
sovereignty. 
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